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ABSTRACT
This study utilized an explanatory mixed method design (quan→QUAL) to investigate
the practice of mindfulness in rural secondary schools in the state of Tennessee. This study
sought to understand how principals in this context understand the practice of mindfulness and
how leadership practices might explain the extent of mindfulness practiced in this setting. This
investigation is based on the theoretical construct of organizational mindfulness applied to
schools: focus on failure, reluctance to simplify, sensitivity to teaching and learning,
commitment to resilience, and deference to expertise. Six rural secondary schools (three highperforming and three low-performing) participated in the study and were matched according to
school size and socioeconomic (SES) percentages. Quantitatively, this study used an
independent samples t test to survey teachers (n=94) with Hoy, Gage, and Tarter (2004) MScale, that measures teacher perceptions of school mindfulness, the dimensions of principal and
faculty mindfulness, and the organizational elements of school mindfulness. Principals in the six
participating schools participated in a semistructured interview for the qualitative phase of the
investigation. Data from the interviews were transcribed, coded, and analyzed in a detailed code
map.
Quantitative results from the survey found that teachers in high-performing schools had
statistically significantly higher school mindfulness means than teachers in low-performing
schools. This investigation also discovered that high-performing schools had higher mean scores
in both dimensions of school mindfulness (principal and faculty), as well as in all organizational
elements of mindfulness: focus on failure, reluctance to simplify, sensitivity to teaching and
learning, commitment to resilience, and deference to expertise. The qualitative analysis and
v

results found the following themes from the principal interviews: care, collective trust,
administrative expertise, social-emotional learning and competencies, enabling formalization and
centralization, and situational awareness of the organization. Further, results from this
investigation suggest avenues for future research and presents implications for rural principals,
principal training programs and leadership academies, as well as educational policymakers.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY
For the past five decades, educational effectiveness and improvement (EEI) research has
examined the impact of school effectiveness (SE), school improvement (SI), and teacher
effectiveness (TE) on student achievement and has deconstructed the myth of poverty and
educational attainment (Brookover, Beady, Flood, Schweitzer, & Wisenbaker, 1979; Edmonds;
1979; Mortimore, Sammons, Stoll, Lewis, & Ecob, 1988; Rutter, Maughan, Mortimore, Ouston,
& Smith, 1979; Teddlie, Falkowski, Stringfield, Desselle, & Garvue, 1984; Teddlie &
Stringfield, 1993; Weber, 1971). The myth of poverty and achievement was advanced from the
reports of Coleman et al. (1966) and Jencks et al. (1972), who concluded that educational
attainment was highly independent of school effects, and that increasing school quality and
school expenditures would only marginally impact student achievement given background
characteristics. The field of EEI has found otherwise, as socioeconomic status (SES) is no
longer considered the determinate of academic success (Hopkins, 2016), as high-quality schools,
teachers, and improvement efforts have shown that schools can, in fact, overcome the odds
stacked against them (Chapman, Armstrong, Harris, Muijs, Reynolds, & Sammons, 2012;
Hopkins, 2016).
However, awareness alone has been insufficient in contributing to effective change for all
underperforming and low SES schools throughout the U.S. (Chapman et al., 2012). While some
schools are currently flourishing, many others are not (Chapman et al., 2012; Stringfield,
Reynolds, & Schaffer, 2012). The achievement gap has remained wide for children of color,
children of poverty, and children attending rural schools in the U.S. (Byun, Meece, & Irvin,
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2012; Clotfelter, Ladd, & Vigdor, 2010; Demi, Coleman-Jensen, & Synder, 2010; Ferguson,
2003; Gehrke, 2005; Johnson et al., 2014; National Center for Education Statistics, 2010;
Provasnik et al, 2007). Although the work of education is the responsibility of each of the 50
states, the federal government has become more involved over the past 50 years (Hopkins,
2016).
Federal educational policies in the U.S. have attempted to address these major issues in
achievement and have tasked all states and schools to meet the complex challenges of leaving no
student behind and ensuring that every student is successful (Stringfield et al., 2012). Bellamy,
Crawford, Marshall, and Coulter (2005) noted that:
The stakes for failure have been raised so high-both for schools and students-that high
reliability (italics in original) has become an important aspect of school success. Schools
are now challenged to prevent practically all failures and to close the achievement gaps
among student groups-in short, to ensure highly reliable learning for all students. (p. 384)
No Child Left Behind (NCLB), Race To The Top (RTTT), and Every Student Succeeds Act
(ESSA) have all prioritized narrowing achievement gaps, increasing reliable student outcomes,
and improving state policy on multiple levels that prepare all students to enter a global economy.
Under President Barack Obama, RTTT awarded states financial incentives to reform their
educational systems around four specific areas: adoption of higher standards and assessments
centered on college and career readiness, improving data systems that accurately monitor student
growth and inform practice, improving teacher and principal effectiveness, and turning around
the lowest performing schools (U.S. Department of Education, 2016). The overarching vision of
this competitive grant program was focused on improving standards, teaching, and schools by
2

offering $4 billion to states as a part of the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act (ARRA).
Driven by competition, RTTT created a major surge in educational policy for both awarded and
non-awarded states (Howell, 2015).
Due to reform efforts like this, most states and schools in the U.S. have been dramatically
impacted by shifts in educational policies that have transformed academic standards, statewide
assessments, teacher and principal evaluation systems, and accountability structures. However,
dependency on policy has not produced sustainable or desired outcomes in student achievement
for all schools (Stringfield & Mackay, 2016), and the lack of reliability in these reforms has
placed a ceiling on their validity (Reynolds, Stringfield, & Schaffer, 2006; Stringfield, Reynolds,
& Schaffer, 2011).
Statement of the Problem
The major attempts made in policy to reform the educational system in the U.S. have
unsuccessfully traveled from school to school (Stringfield, 1997; Stringfield, Reynolds, &
Schaffer, 2008; Stringfield et al., 2011). Despite the legitimacy of many these reforms, in the
U.S. to date, successful implementation has been exceedingly unreliable and uneven (Stringfield
et al., 2008). While some schools are currently flourishing, many others are not (Chapman et al.,
2012; Eck, 2011; Stringfield, Reynolds, & Schaffer, 2012) particularly for schools that serve the
most disadvantaged and marginalized students. The variation in student achievement remains a
complex issue on multiple levels (Stringfield et al., 2008; Stringfield et al., 2012; Stringfield &
Mackay, 2016), as both achievement and instructional quality can vary drastically amongst
schools serving similar populations of students (Auguste, Hancock, & Laboissiere, 2009).
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The problem, however, is that until schools become better hosts for educational reform,
reforms of any kind will likely fail (Stringfield et al., 2011). Fullan (1999, 2016) noted that
successful reform does not just rely on great ideas, but on the conditions in which reforms are
implemented. At the school level, multiple scholars have suggested that a school’s capacity for
change determines whether or not a reform will succeed (Bascia, 1996; Datnow, 2005; Datnow
& Stringfield, 2000; Geijsel, Van Den Berg, & Sleegers, 1999; Stoll & Fink, 1996) and is
contingent upon the interrelations between and across individuals and institutions (Datnow &
Stringfield, 2000). Whether it is a breakdown in the sense-making process (Spillane, Reiser, &
Reimer, 2002), a distortion of knowledge and misguided practice (Hopkins, 2016), or a mindless
commitment to routines and procedures that are not working, schools like any organization need
infrastructure and leadership to create conditions more conducive for improvement. Improving
the infrastructures in schools and leadership practices of principals is important, as mindfulness
practices have been shown to relate to higher academic performance (Kearney, Kelsey, &
Herrington, 2013). Furthermore, the leadership practices of principals play a critical role in
promoting mindful organizational practices in a school (Hoy, 2003; Hoy, Gage, & Tarter, 2004;
Hoy, Gage, & Tarter, 2006; Kearney et al., 2013).
School mindfulness, a concept that refers to a constant and consistent review of
expectations and progress draws from cognitive infrastructures practiced in high reliability
organizations (HROs) that produce reliable outcomes and avoid failure (Bourrier, 2011; Creed,
Stout, & Roberts, 1993; Roberts, 1993; Rochlin, 1993; Weick & Sutcliffe, 2007; Weick,
Sutcliffe, & Obstfeld, 1999). Weick and Sutcliffe (2007) defined these cognitive infrastructures
as a preoccupation with failure, reluctance to simplify, sensitivity to operations, commitment to
4

resilience, and deference to expertise. Weick, Sutcliffe, and Obstfeld (1999) indicted that these
infrastructures are joined together to “induce a rich awareness of discriminatory detail and a
capacity for action” (p. 37) that manages the unexpected and achieves reliability. Hoy (2003)
indicated that mindful organizations are more than the quantity of mindful individuals, but are a
description of the collective who utilize these five processes to promote mindfulness, reduce
failure, and achieve reliability.
Scholars have posited that by utilizing these infrastructures schools create better climates
of academic success, gain a clearer understanding of their processes, are capable of detecting and
reducing academic failure, and become more reliable on multiple levels (Eck, 2011; Hoy et al.,
2006; Kearney, Kelsey, & Herrington, 2013). The construct of school mindfulness is important,
as research has shown that reforms are more effectively scaled-up when they are implemented
into schools that are reliable (Schaffer, Reynolds, & Stringfield, 2012), as in their ability to
produce predictable outcomes.
Less is understood about the practice of mindfulness in rural secondary schools and how
principal leadership influences the extent of mindfulness practiced in this context. Although
educational scholars have emphasized that mindful organizations have mindful leaders and
teachers, and that principals play a critical role in promoting mindful school operations (Hoy,
2003; Hoy et al., 2004; Hoy et al., 2006; Kearney et al., 2013), few studies have examined school
mindfulness from the perspectives of both principals and teachers. This is important as Ray,
Baker, and Plowman (2011) found that perceptions of mindfulness often differ depending upon
one’s role within an organization.
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While researchers have examined principal and school mindfulness in relation to student
achievement (Kearney et al., 2013), trust (Hoy et al., 2006), enabling structures (Hoy, 2003), and
teacher efficacy (Hoy et al., 2004) there is scant research that gives voice to how principals
actually understand the practice of mindfulness and how their leadership may influence the
extent of mindfulness practiced in their schools. Kearney et al. (2013) argued that not only does
mindfulness in schools warrant more attention, but “it is also important to hear the voices of
leaders whose faculty have identified them as mindful” (p. 331). For Hoy et al. (2006)
“Mindfulness is a concept every school administrator should understand and practice…” (p.
254). However, few studies, if any, have examined this concept in rural secondary schools.
In addition, Hoy’s et al. (2004) school mindfulness structures draw extensively from
Weick and Sutcliffe’s (2001) five original HRO structures and have not been contextually
examined in rural schools. Although Hoy et al. (2006) invited future researchers to refine and
flesh out the concept, as it stands, very few studies in the U.S., if any, have examined school
mindfulness in rural secondary schools from the perspective of teachers. In addition, Ray et al.
(2011) suggested that future research examine “whether there are optimal configurations of
mindful characteristics (e.g., higher deference to expertise, moderate preoccupation with failure),
and if so, what they look like” (p. 198). However, research has yet to examine configurations of
mindfulness practiced in rural secondary schools. Moreover, Hoy’s (2003) call for research to
“examine the relationships between leadership style of the principal and mindfulness of the
teachers” (p. 104) invites future research to examine how principal leadership may influence the
extent of mindfulness practiced by teachers in rural secondary schools. Ray, Baker, and
Plowman (2011) noted, “Assuming organizational mindfulness relates to beneficial outcomes,
6

further research could also explore how organizations become more mindful. Is movement
toward becoming more mindful a top-down or bottom up process?” (p. 198).
Therefore, if school mindfulness improves organizational functioning and leads to greater
reliability, and if reforms are more successfully scaled-up in schools that are reliable, and if
principals play a critical role in promoting mindfulness, then understanding how mindfulness is
practiced, how principals understand the practice of mindfulness, and how principal leadership
practices explain the extent of mindfulness practiced in rural secondary schools would be an
avenue worth exploring. Research with this contextual scope and focus will extend the current
literature on school mindfulness by answering the call of Hoy (2003), Hoy et al. (2006), Kearney
et al. (2013), and Ray et al. (2011) by gaining a deeper understanding of the practice of
mindfulness in different contextual settings, providing voice to principals, and by examining how
leadership may influence the extent of mindfulness practiced in a different context. This study
may extend our understanding of the organizational mindfulness framework outlined by Weick
and Sutcliffe (2007) and Hoy et al. (2004) in rural contexts and provide policymakers,
practitioners, school leaders, and the field of EEI with new insights into the practice of
mindfulness and reliability seeking structures in schools.
Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this study is to examine teacher perceptions of school mindfulness, how
principals understand the practice of mindfulness, and how principal leadership might explain
the extent of mindfulness practiced in rural secondary schools.

7

Research Questions
To achieve the purpose of this study, I employed an explanatory mixed methods design
(quan®QUAL). This study is guided by the following research questions:
1. What are teacher perceptions of school mindfulness in rural secondary schools?
(quantitative)
2. How do rural principals understand the practice of mindfulness? (qualitative)
3. How do leadership practices explain the extent of mindfulness practiced in rural
secondary schools? (quantitative and qualitative)
Significance of the Study
This study will be placed in the field of EEI in general and in school mindfulness
research by the contextual, methodological, and theoretical relevance it offers. Although
educational researchers have called for future studies to flesh out the concept of mindfulness in
schools (Hoy et al., 2006; Kearney et al., 2013), few studies, if any have examined the practice
of mindfulness in rural contexts. Therefore, this study is focused on this under researched
context, thus providing researchers, school leaders, and teachers with contextual insights on the
practice of mindfulness in this setting. This in turn may assist both researchers and practitioners
in understanding and utilizing the practice of mindfulness to create more productive workplaces
and to achieve greater reliability in academic outcomes. In addition, more attention has been
given to achievement gaps among subgroups of students in urban schools, while changes in
diversity in rural districts have also made contributions to achievement gaps nationally yet have
received less attention (Eck, 2011). Therefore, this study will add to literature by giving
attention to rural schools that serve high percentages of economically disadvantaged students.
8

In addition, the field EEI research has concentrated primarily on elementary schools
(Edmonds, 1979, Hallinger, 2005; Hallinger, Bickman, & Davis, 1996; Hallinger & Murphy,
1985; Leithwood & Montgomery, 1982; Teddlie & Stringfield, 1993) and has shown that
improving reliability in secondary schools has historically been a challenging task for both
schools and reformers (Stringfield, Reynolds, & Schaffer, 2008). Therefore, by examining the
construct of school mindfulness in high-and low-performing rural secondary schools, this study
will extend the literature on reliability seeking practices in rural secondary schools.
The second point of significance this investigation offers is that it addresses some of the
methodological limitations of school mindfulness research. While there have been other
research studies that have examined mindfulness in educational settings, most have utilized
quantitative research designs (Gage, 2003; Hoy et al., 2004; Hoy et al., 2006; Ray et al., 2011;
Rodriguez, 2015; Spencer, 2015). Few studies have utilized an explanatory mixed method
designs to provide voice to both teachers and principals in rural secondary schools in the U.S.
Therefore, this study will add to literature by providing voice to teachers and principals on
different organizational levels. This is an area of significance as previous research has found that
organizational actors in different roles often perceive organizational mindfulness differently (Ray
et al., 2011). Therefore, examining the practice of mindfulness from both perspectives will
provide a more accurate picture of the perceived practice of mindfulness in high-and lowperforming rural secondary schools.
Finally, the theoretical relevance this research offers is significant. The limited research
on school mindfulness has only provided a glimpse of HRO constructs at work in schools and
has yet to be refined and fleshed out in rural settings. As Ray et al. (2011) indicated, future
9

research ought to examine configurations of mindful characteristics and what it looks like in
different settings. Therefore, this study will address this gap in literature by gaining a more
thorough understanding of mindful elements at work in this particular setting. Research in the
U.S. that examined HRO infrastructures in schools (Hoy et al., 2006; Kearney et al., 2013; Lee,
2012; Stringfield, 1997) has not specifically examined how principals understand the practice of
mindfulness and how leadership practices may explain the extent of mindfulness practiced in
schools. Therefore, this study will add to the literature by filling this gap in literature and by
extending the theoretical constructs of mindfulness contextually.
Definition of Terms
The following terms and definitions are provided to assist the reader in the terminology
used throughout the study:
•

High Reliability Organizations: potential hazardous organizations that have operated
nearly error free for very long periods of time (Roberts, 1990).

•

Mindfulness: the active state of noticing things, being situated in the present, being
sensitive to context and perspectives, and to continuously refine and scrutinize one’s
expectations (Langer, 2013).

•

Mindfulness in Schools: “is the extent to which teachers and administrators in a school
carefully and regularly look for problems, prevent problems from becoming crises, are
reluctant to oversimplify events, focus on teaching and learning, are resilient to problems,
and defer to expertise” (Hoy, 2015, para. 1).

•

Mindful infrastructures: focus on failure, reluctance to simplify, sensitivity to operations,
commitment to resilience, and deference to expertise (Weick & Sutcliffe, 2007).
10

•

Mindlessness: “a style of mental functioning in which people follow recipes, impose old
categories to classify what they see, act with some rigidity, operate on automatic pilot,
and mislabel unfamiliar and new contexts as familiar old ones” (Weick & Sutcliffe, 2001,
p. 92).

•

Principal: The instructional leader and lead supervisor of individual public secondary
schools (grades 9-12) in the state of Tennessee. In order to achieve the purpose of this
investigation, assistant principals and other administrative staff are not included in this
definition.

•

Rural: The NCES (2006) definition of rural is divided into three subcategories: fringe,
distant, and remote:
o Fringe is a census-defined rural territory that is less than or equal to 5 miles from
an urbanized area, as well as rural territory that is less than or equal to 2.5 miles
from an urban cluster.
o Distant is a census-defined rural territory that is more than 5 miles but less than or
equal to 25 miles from an urbanized area, as well as rural territory that is more
than 2.5 miles but less than or equal to 10 miles form an urban cluster.
o Remote is a census-defined rural territory that is more than 25 miles from an
urbanized area and is also more than 10 miles from an urban cluster.

•

School Effectiveness: “concerned with identifying the ongoing processes of effective
schooling at sites located in the natural environment, whose outcomes are exemplary
compared to other schools” (Teddlie & Stringfield, 2007, p. 155).
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•

School Improvement Research: concentrates on deliberate efforts to improve school
processes and outcomes in schools (Teddlie & Stringfield, 2007).

•

Secondary School: an intermediate, or high school that serves students in grades 9-12 in
Tennessee.

•

Teacher: a person responsible for providing instructional opportunities for secondary
students to reach desired learning outcomes by subject area, as outlined by the Tennessee
Academic Standards.
Delimitations
For the purposes of narrowing the scope of this study, I have set the following

delimitations: only rural secondary teachers and principals are included in this study, and the
study is set in the state of Tennessee. This study will utilize an explanatory mixed methods
design (quan®QUAL) to address the research questions posed in the investigation. For the
quantitative phase, only teachers will participate in the school mindfulness survey (M-Scale),
which examines the five school mindfulness elements: focus on failure, reluctance to simply,
sensitivity to teaching and learning, commitment to resilience, and deference to expertise. The
decision to exclude principals from this phase came from the need to gain a more accurate
understanding of the practice of mindfulness from the perception of teachers in the schools. For
the qualitative phase, only secondary principals in high-and low-performing rural school district
whose teachers participated in the first phase, will participate in semi-structured interviews. The
decision to exclude teachers from this phase came from the need to give voice to principals and
to grasp how principals understand the practice of mindfulness. Furthermore, this decision was
made to understand how principal leadership might explain the extent of mindfulness practiced
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by their faculty. These delimitations will limit the generalizability of the findings, but will
enable me to examine the practice of mindfulness in this specific context.
Conclusion
This chapter introduced the major educational reforms and policy initiatives targeted at
narrowing the achievement gaps between subgroups of students in the U.S. The problem under
examination is that until schools become better hosts for educational reform, reforms of any kind
will likely fail (Stringfield et al., 2011) and although school mindfulness may provide an
important piece to the puzzle (Hoy et al., 2006) there is a lack of mixed methods research that
examines the practice of mindfulness in rural contexts, how principals understand the practice of
mindfulness, and how principal leadership may explain the extent of mindfulness practiced in
rural secondary schools. This chapter then explained the purpose, significance, limitations and
delimitations, and the organization of the study.
Organization of the Study
Chapter 1 of this study introduced the problem, purpose, research questions, significance,
and delimitations of the investigation. This chapter presents an overall introduction to the topic
and situated the problem according to relevant literature. Chapter 2 examined relevant literature
on high reliability constructs and the practice of mindfulness in schools. Chapter 3 discussed and
outlined the research methods and design utilized in this investigation. It described the
characteristics of an explanatory mixed methods design, provided a rational for this type of
design, explained the data collection procedures, and procedures taken for drawing metainferences. Chapter 4 provided an analysis and summary of the quantitative and qualitative data.
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This chapter also discussed the integration of the quantitative and qualitative results by
interpreting each phase separately and then discussed the extent to which, and in what ways the
qualitative results helped explain the quantitative results. Chapter 5 concluded the study and
discussed how the findings from both phases have extended the current body of literature on
school mindfulness, presented implications for principals, principal training programs, and
educational policy, and suggestions for future avenues of research.
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CHAPTER 2
REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE
This investigation extends the current body of literature on HRO infrastructures and the
practice of mindfulness in schools. Nearly three decades of HRO literature has generated a great
deal of scholarly interest in multi-disciplinary fields of research such as management and health
care, and education (Bourrier, 2011; Eck, 2011; Hoy et al., 2004; Marzano, Warrick, & Simms,
2014; Ray et al., 2011; Roberts, 1993; Roberts, 2009; Rochlin, 1993; Schulman, 1993;
Stringfield et al., 2012; Sutcliffe, 2011; Weick & Sutcliffe, 2007). This literature review
presents relevant literature on HROs, the school mindfulness framework, and effective
leadership in rural contexts. As indicated by Hart (1998), a review of literature requires
“appropriate breadth and depth, rigor and consistency, clarity and brevity, and effective analysis
and synthesis…to justify the particular approach to the topic, the selection of methods, and
demonstration that this research contributes to something new” (pp. 1-2). Literature reviews root
the dissertation in the larger body of research, build a rationalization for the study under
investigation, demonstrate a command of the subject, and the problem (Hart, 1998).
Therefore, this review is focused on literature connected to organizational mindfulness in
schools and research on rural contexts, with the intent to create a sophisticated review (Boote &
Beile, 2005) on the practice of mindfulness in rural schools. It also provided a methodological
rationalization for the research design and topic under investigation, and embedded the study
within the historical context of the practice of mindfulness in educational contexts. To conduct a
sophisticated review, this study utilized Boote and Beile’s (2005) analytical framework as a
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guideline to review relevant literature and apply the following concepts: coverage, synthesis,
methodology, significance, and rhetoric.
Prior to proceeding, it is beneficial to revisit the purpose and research questions under
investigation. The purpose of this study is to examine teacher perceptions of school mindfulness,
how principals understand the practice of mindfulness, and how principal leadership might
explain the extent of mindfulness practiced in rural secondary schools. To achieve this purpose,
this study employed an explanatory mixed methods design (quan®QUAL), and was guided by
the following research questions:
1. What are teacher perceptions of school mindfulness in rural secondary schools?
2. How do rural principals understand the practice of mindfulness?
3. How do leadership practices explain the extent of mindfulness practiced in rural
secondary schools?
This study was guided by three assumptions; that is, that principals play a pivotal role in enacting
school mindfulness, that leadership influences the extent of mindfulness practiced by teachers,
and that the practice of mindfulness is related to higher academic outcomes (Hoy et al., 2006;
Kearney et al., 2013). This literature review is organized into the following sections: high
reliability theory, individual and organizational mindfulness, educational research on high
reliability and organizational mindfulness, rural education and research (RER), and the context
of Tennessee.
Prior to unpacking the literature on the practice of mindfulness in schools it is valuable to
frame how rural is defined in this investigation. The lack of a common, consistent, and single
definition of rural, has complicated the field of rural research, as four formal classification
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schemes have been primarily utilized by educational researchers: the U.S. Bureau of the Census,
Office of Management and Budget, the Economic Research Service, the U.S. Department of
Agriculture, and the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES). Although rural
classifications vary, Coladarci (2007) argued that rather than looking for agreement on a single
definition, RER should prudently describe the rural context, so that RER can more reliably and
accurately inform policy and practice. Therefore, the urban-centric definition outlined by the
National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) and the 2000 Office of Management and
Budget (OMB) definition of metro areas was utilized in this study to define rural. This definition
relied on school locale, and less on population size, county boundaries, and placed more
emphasis on proximity to an urbanized area. The NCES (2006) definition of rural is divided into
three subcategories: fringe, distant, and remote:
1. Fringe is a “census-defined rural territory that is less than or equal to 5 miles from an
urbanized area, as well as rural territory that is less than or equal to 2.5 miles from an
urban cluster.” (para. 2)
2. Distant is a “census-defined rural territory that is more than 5 miles but less than or equal
to 25 miles from an urbanized area, as well as rural territory that is more than 2.5 miles
but less than or equal to 10 miles form an urban cluster.” (para. 2)
3. Remote is a “census-defined rural territory that is more than 25 miles from an urbanized
area and is also more than 10 miles from an urban cluster.” (para. 2)
The NCES (2006) definition of rural more appropriately fitted the scope, purpose, and research
questions of this investigation, as it distinguished rural schools by proximity to an urbanized
area.
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Search Process for the Literature Review
To address Boot and Beile’s (2005) idea of coverage, this literature review briefly
discussed the search process I took to navigate and select relevant literature. I utilized the
following search strategies to pinpoint and position relevant research: electronic databases,
educational journals, educational reports, and references lists from relevant articles, books, and
dissertations. I started with the most current research and then chronologically worked
backwards. Electronic databases and search engines were used to cast a wide search net for
relevant studies, which included Google Scholar, Google Books, ERIC, etc. To find relevant
studies key words (mindfulness, mindful leadership, high reliability, organizational mindfulness,
etc.) were searched in these databases. In addition, I electronically searched the following
journals: Journal of Management Studies, Journal of Contingencies and Crisis Management,
Educational Administration Quarterly, Journal of Educational Leadership, Journal of Research
in Rural Education, Rural Special Education Quarterly, Rural Educator, Review of Research in
Education, and the Journal of School Effectiveness and School Improvement.
I also searched relevant reference lists from published journal articles (e.g. Hoy et al.,
2004; Hoy et al., 2007; Kearney et al., 2013; Stringfield, et al., 2011; Weick & Sutcliffe, 2007)
and dissertations related to school mindfulness (Gilbert, 2012; Marshall, 2013; Peterson, 2015;
Rodriguez, 2015; Russell, 2015; Spencer, 2015). The results from this search process surfaced
articles, dissertations, books, chapters, and presentations. This literature consisted of 13 studies
related directly to the practice of mindfulness in schools, and six studies related to principles of
high reliability applied to school reform in the U.S. and the U.K as indicated in Table 1. In
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Table 1
Empirical and Theoretical Studies on Mindfulness and High Reliability Schools
Methodology
Author (s)
Gage (2003)

Sample
75 middle schools

Gilbert (2012)

1 school

Quan Qual
X

Mixed

X

Hoy (2003)
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Design
Correlational

Findings
Significant relationship found
between school mindfulness, faculty trust,
and collective efficacy. Faculty trust in
principal, enabling school structure, and
school mindfulness were significant.

Case study

Data driven inquiry improved reliability
and resilience. Descriptive analysis
confirmed that data driven inquiry
reflected mindful strategies present in
HRO theory.

Theoretical

The concepts of enabling structures
and mindfulness are developed,
contrasted, and synthesized.

Table 1. Continued.
Empirical and Theoretical Studies on Mindfulness and High Reliability Schools
Methodology
Author (s)
Hoy, Gage,
& Tarter (2004)

Sample
75 middle schools
teachers (n=2600)

Hoy, Gage, &
Tarter (2006)

75 middle schools

Kearney, Kelsey,
& Herrington
(2013)

109 elementary,
28 middle, 12 high
schools, and
11principals

Quan Qual
X

Mixed

X

Design
Factor analysis

Findings
Findings confirmed the reliability and
validity of the measures for
mindfulness in schools. Also,
collective efficacy and enabling
structures related positively to
principal, faculty, and overall
organizational mindfulness.

Descriptive statistics Findings confirmed the link between
Multivariate
mindfulness and trust. Mindfulness
analysis
was best explained by faculty
Multiple Regression trust in others and with the principal.
analysis.
X
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Regression analysis
Semi-structured
interviews

Findings confirmed a positive
relationship between principal
mindfulness and student success.
Reflection relationship building, and
perpetual renewal were common
themes amongst principals.

Table 1. Continued.
Empirical and Theoretical Studies on Mindfulness and High Reliability Schools
Methodology
Author (s)
Lee (2012)

Sample
5 elementary schools

Quan Qual Mixed
Design
X
Case study

Marshall (2013)

51 elementary,
middle, and high
schools. 521 teachers
and 45 principals and
assistant principals

X

Correlational and
linear regression
analysis

Findings showed no relationship
existed between teacher flow and
mindfulness. However, findings
showed a relationship between
enabling structures and mindfulness.

Peterson (2015)

293 elementary
schools

X

Independent samples
t-test

Findings showed that elementary
principals are most mindful in
community engagement and the least
mindful in gathering data. No
statistical relationship between
principal mindfulness and experience.
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Findings
Findings showed similarities between
high poverty schools that prevent
failure and characteristics of HROs.
Findings suggested that HRO
characteristics must be at the districtlevel, to reach the classroom. Further,
that there is a relationship between the
characteristics of HROs and the
effective turnaround strategies.

Table 1. Continued.
Empirical and Theoretical Studies on Mindfulness and High Reliability Schools
Methodology
Author (s)
Potter (2002)

Sample

Ray, Baker, &
Plowman (2011)

180 business colleges
310 deans,
associate deans,
assistant deans, and
department chairs

Rodriguez (2015)

Reynolds,
Stringfield,
& Schaffer (2006)

Quan Qual

Mixed

Design
Theoretical

Findings
HRS model may be relevant to school
improvement efforts and to shape
intervention activities.

X

Factor analysis

Characteristics of organizational
mindfulness present in business
schools. Individuals at the top of the
organization viewed their organization
as more mindful than those in other
roles.

505 principals, 293
elementary, 131
middle, 81 secondary
schools

X

Correlational and
descriptive analysis

Small, but significant correlation
between individual mindfulness and
principal practices.

25 secondary schools

X

Correlational

Findings revealed that a school
improvement program in schools that
co-constructed with personnel on high
reliability, school effectiveness, and
school improvement is related to
greater student achievement.
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Table 1. Continued.
Empirical and Theoretical Studies on Mindfulness and High Reliability Schools
Methodology
Author (s)
Sample
Quan Qual Mixed
Design
Russell (2015)
293 elementary,
X
Descriptive analysis
131 intermediate, 81
Chi-squared
secondary schools,
analysis
1465 elementary
teachers, 655
intermediate teachers,
405 secondary teachers

Schaffer, Reynolds
& Stringfield
(2012)

1 school district

Schaffer,
Stringfield,
Reynolds, &
Schaffer (2013)

16 schools

X

X
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Findings
District leaders and teachers perceived
Mindful beliefs and practices were
linked to closing achievement gaps and
least associated with a culture of
instructional improvement. Principals
believed their instructional leadership
to be most linked to community
engagement.

Case study

In each of the four schools the majority
of characteristics of the HRO model
were at work. The characteristics of
the HRO model can serve as a guide
for diverse, valuable, and restructuring
efforts.

Longitudinal
Case study

Schools can achieve equity and liberty
through HRO principles.

Table 1. Continued.
Empirical and Theoretical Studies on Mindfulness and High Reliability Schools Discussed in the Review of Literature
Methodology
Author (s)
Spencer (2015)

Sample
293 elementary

Stringfield (1997)

4 elementary schools

Stringfield,
Reynolds,
& Schaffer (2008)

12 secondary
schools

Stringfield,
Reynolds, &
Schaffer (2012)

2 secondary schools

Quan Qual Mixed
Design
X
Descriptive
analysis
Exploratory factor
analysis
X

Findings
Developed a survey instrument to
measure the relationship between
collective mindfulness and teacher
collaboration.

Case study

The majority of HRO characteristics at
work in all four in schools.

X

Longitudinal
Case study

Four years after HRS project, student
outcomes remained positive. Additionally,
schools continued to use HRO principles
after the project ended.

X

Longitudinal

After 16 years of the HRS project,
schools sustained progress and continued
to utilize HRO principles after the project
ended.
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addition, this search process included works on high reliability principles various fields outside
of education and includes literature on rural education.
High Reliability Theory
Over the past three decades, high reliability theory has generated a great deal of
discussion and interest in management, health care, engineering, and education. High reliability
theory is grounded in the belief that safe operations can be achieved with hazardous
technologies, as opposed to normal accidents theory that takes on a more pessimistic perspective;
and assumes accidents will inevitably happen (Sagan, 1993). Research on HROs was initiated in
1984 by a team of Berkeley researchers who embarked on an intensive study of three fail-safe
organizations working in air traffic control, gas and electric, and in a nuclear-powered aircraft
carrier. These fail-safe organizations all operated with extraordinarily complex and dangerous
technologies, shared a potential for operational errors that could result in a catastrophic disaster,
however, were able to reliably avoid failure. This team of researchers were struck by the
absence of literature on organizations that could not fail, and in explaining why some
organizations were successful at avoiding disaster while others were not (Bourrier, 2011).
According to Rochlin (1993), the following organizational characteristics emerged from the
Berkeley project’s research that distinguished these organizations from others:
1. An ab initio assumption that errors are omnipresent and insidious and that eternal
vigilance is the price of success.
2. A parallel assumption that the sources of error are dynamic, not static, so that the
monitoring mechanisms themselves must be constantly renewed and re-invigorated.
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3. As a result, the operational assumption that the operating environment is a constant
source of threat, requiring constant vigilance, even (and especially) at times when
things seem to be going well.
4. Maintenance of redundant modes of problem solving at the operational level, and
resistance to pressure to resolve or ‘rationalize’ the process by adopting a single
‘best’ approach.
5. The creation, maintenance, and exercise of multiple simultaneous informal
organizational structures adapted to contingencies (structural variation according to
the nature of the problem).
6. An organizational commitment to anticipatory as well as reactive modes of dealing
with real and potential problems.
7. A relative empowerment of organizational units dedicated to searching or incipient or
latent error.
8. The inability or unwillingness to test the boundaries of reliability (which means that
trial-and-error learning modes become secondary and contingent, rather than primary.
9. The absence of ‘stopping rules’ for self-improvement and self-regulation, as long as
organizational resources and time remain available, so that additional information is
always cost-effective at margin as a means of controlling and bounding uncertainties.
10. A particular kind of obeisance to formal regulations and codes (‘going by the book’)extended with accepted standard operating procedures (SOPs) based on tradition.
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11. Acceptance of the proposition that even if a complete formal history and analysis
were available, the task of actively maintain performance and searching for error
would only be simplified, and not removed or reduced in importance. (pp. 23-24)
At the heart of these characteristics is an organizational paradox, whereby HROs seek
perfection, however never assume to reach it, require safety, but never accept it will happen, fear
surprise, but vigilantly predict it, and follow the book, but are reluctant to perish by it (Rochlin,
1993). Creed, Stout, and Roberts (1993) indicated that reliability in HROs takes on several
different a priori meanings that are imbedded in both technical and societal constraints that
include error avoidance and error reduction. For Creed et al. (1994), effectiveness is culturally
derived, and reliability is a manifestation of fundamental cultural assumptions, value oriented
against ineffectiveness, as opposed toward effectiveness. Therefore, HROs experience no
equilibrium state, or stopping rules in their pursuit of safety, and non-goal avoidance (Creed,
Stout, & Roberts, 1994).
The findings from the Berkeley study fomented interest by organizations and researchers
concerned with safety, public image, organizational effectiveness, and reliability (Bourrier,
2011). The HRO literature has evolved from a research topic, to a label of success for different
organizations in health care and business (Bourrier, 2011), and has also surfaced in education
(Hoy 2003; Hoy et al., 2004; Hoy et al., 2006; Kearney et al., 2013; Marzano, Warrick, &
Simms, 2014; Stringfield et al., 2012). As Bourrier (2011) indicated, the term HRO has become
a powerful marketing label and a desired classification for organizations interested in safety,
effectiveness, and their public image.
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Although defining the concept of HROs has created challenges for organizational
researchers from its inception (Bourrier, 2011; Rochlin, 1993; Schulman, 1993; Sutcliffe, 2011),
the term has come to mean that the intersectionality of risk and effectiveness is possible, and that
organizations can perform reliably if they support rigorous efforts to do so. Weick and Sutcliffe
(2007) suggested that businesses and other organizations outside of high-risk industries could
utilize the principles of HROs, and incorporate the mindful infrastructures practiced in HROs to
manage unexpected events and achieve reliable performance. Weick and Sutcliffe (2001)
consolidated the characteristics of HROs into five key cognitive elements: preoccupation with
failure, reluctance to simplify, sensitivity to operations, commitment to resilience, and deference
to expertise.
Weick et al. (1999) indicated that HROs utilizes these elements to induce a continued
state of mindfulness, which facilitates discovery, modification, and awareness of details that
enables individuals to manage events that they would otherwise be unaware of. Clarke (1993)
suggested that individuals often search for confirmation, while neglecting information that may
disconfirm or contradict their preconceived expectations. Frequently, people seek confirmation
in their routines and lack efforts to continuously reevaluate, update, and reframe their routines
and expectations (Weick & Sutcliffe, 2007). Hoy et al. (2006) noted that this inclination toward
a habit of mind seeks to embrace routines in order to simplify experiences and justify behavior.
Weick and Sutcliffe (2007) argued that through these infrastructures, HROs break the routines of
mindlessness and facilitate an environment of learning and awareness. Eck (2011) indicated that
attending to this constant state of collective mindfulness, organizations are equipped to identify
failures, collaborate, innovate, improvise, and be creative. However, prior to unpacking these
28

mindful processes, it is necessary to first understand the development and evolution of the
construct of individual mindfulness (Hoy et al., 2004).
The Development of Western Mindfulness
The construct of mindfulness has emerged in both Eastern and Western thought, but has
taken on different meanings and traditions (Weick & Putnam, 2006). In Eastern thought,
mindfulness is grounded in Buddhist tradition and concentrates on counteracting the
undisciplined mind (Weick & Putnam 2006) and “…enhancing attentional stability and clarity,
and of then using these abilities in the introspective examination of conscious states to pursue the
fundamental issues concerning consciousness itself” (Wallace, 2005, p. 5). Weick and Putnam
(2006) noted that the cornerstone of Eastern mindfulness is an introspective focus on the body,
emotions, and conceptual objects. In Western thought, the construct of mindfulness emerged in
the field of psychology and in the early work of Langer (1989), Ryle (1990), and Sternberg
(2000). Langer’s (1989) seminal work expanded upon the concept of mindfulness and noted that
the way information is initially taken in defines how an individual will utilize it later, whether
mindfully or mindlessly.
Individual Mindlessness
In Langer’s (1989) work, the concept of mindlessness was described as a form of blind
rule following and commitment to routines which cause individuals to function like automatons
trapped in rigid worlds, presenting significant consequences to themselves and others. Drawing
from this description, Weick and Sutcliffe (2001) depicted mindlessness as “a style of mental
functioning in which people follow recipes, impose old categories to classify what they see, act
with some rigidity, operate on automatic pilot, and mislabel unfamiliar and new contexts as
29

familiar old ones” (p. 92). For Hoy et al. (2006) mindlessness is a paradox, where personality
and thoughtful adaptability are sacrificed for routines and standard practices. This paradox
develops out of repetition, whereby individuals become so accustomed to and secure in doing
things a certain way, that their responses become routine and automatic (Hoy, 2003).
Hoy (2003) noted that individual mindsets are challenging to break, as people develop
habits of mind around routines, rules, procedures, and classification schemes. Previous
successes can reinforce habits of mind and sow seeds of destruction (Hoy et al., 2004), as
individuals tend to revert back to certain mindsets, rules, procedures, and routines that brought
them success in the past. Hoy et al. (2004) noted that the tendency is a premature cognitive
commitment, whereby individuals commit to categories, adhere to routine procedures, and are
stuck in habits even when they are not working. This tendency often occurs when rule following
becomes mechanisms of security, whereby individuals do not take risks or participate in problem
solving to protect themselves (Hoy, 2003). Langer (1989) noted that individuals construct and
share realities, however, fall victim to them. On the other hand, Levinthal and Rerup (2006)
indicated that mindless or automatic behaviors do have virtues and that mindful and less-mindful
actions are not completely distinct, but are more interrelated.
Individual Mindfulness
On the other hand, Langer (1989) viewed individual mindfulness as a process orientation,
whereby processes precede outcomes. Langer (1989) noted:
Just as mindlessness is the rigid reliance on old categories, mindfulness means the
continual creation of new ones. Categorizing and recategorizing, labeling and
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relabeling as one masters the world are processes natural to children. They are an
adaptive and inevitable part of surviving in the world. (p. 63)
Weick et al. (1999) suggested that mindfulness is centered on the value and conversation of
attentiveness, and the interpretative work of acting upon what is noticed and the process of
noticing. Hoy et al. (2006) suggested that mindfulness is a continual state of scrutinizing and
refining expectations according to “new experiences, appreciation of the subtleties of context,
and identification of novel aspects of context that can improve foresight and functioning” (p.
238). Weick and Sutcliffe (2007) described mindfulness as an awareness to details and involves
a combination of scrutinizing, refining, and reframing expectations to make meaning of events
and a new understanding of context. Essentially mindfulness contains two fundamental
elements: alertness to context and the ability to respond accordingly (Levinthal & Rerup, 2006).
This study will utilize Langer’s (2013) definition of mindfulness: the active state of noticing
things, being in the present, being aware of context and perceptions, and to continuously refine
and scrutinize one’s expectations.
Organizational Mindfulness
The earlier work of Weick and Roberts (1993) indicated that reliability seeking
organizations enact cognitive mental processes, which enables individuals to better understand
the complexities they face, and empowers them to respond accordingly. This concept refers to
the collective mind in HROs that is distinct from individual cognition, as it refers to the
interrelated actions of people within the organizations (Weick & Roberts, 1993). Organizational
actors in these systems act with the understanding that their actions are connected to themselves
and to others, and are interrelated within the entire system (Weick & Roberts, 1993). Drawing
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from Langer’s (1989) work on individual mindfulness, Weick et al. (1999) extended the
construct of individual mindfulness to the collective, or organizational level with the
organizational characteristics practiced in HROs. Researchers have indicated that HROs are
mindfully organized to enable actions that identify subtle signs of failure; the variations of
context, and that are more resilient (Sutcliffe, 2011; Weick et al., 1999; Weick & Sutcliffe,
2007).
Weick and Sutcliffe (2001, 2007, 2015) outlined five hallmarks, or elements that promote
mindfulness in the HROs: preoccupation with failure, reluctance to simplify, sensitivity to
operations, commitment to resilience, and deference to expertise. These five hallmarks extend
beyond the sum of mindful individuals (Hoy, 2003; Hoy et al., 2006), and to a process
orientation that utilizes processes to develop a state of readiness and learning, whereby the
organization can anticipate the unexpected under trying conditions and prevent errors from
disabling the entire system (Weick & Sutcliffe, 2007), thus becoming more effective and reliable
as indicated in Figure 1.
Principles of Anticipation
HROs mindfully anticipate the unexpected through a focus on failure, reluctance to
simplify, and sensitivity to their operations. Weick and Sutcliffe (2007) noted that the principles
of anticipation are based upon an attentiveness to failure, simplification, and operations. Weick
et al. (1999) indicated that anticipation is the act of predicting and preventing potential dangers
prior to damage being done. Anticipation in HROs demands that members within the
organization commit to identifying events and situations that cannot happen, detect any and all
possible precursor signals of failure, and generate a standard operating procedures to avoid them
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Figure 1. Mindful school structures. This figure illustrates the five mindful structures of
anticipation and containment.

(Sutcliffe, 2011). Anticipation is grounded in an organizational culture that believes failure is
not an option, as it would lead to a catastrophic disaster of some kind.
Focus on Failure
A focus on failure is the act of paying attention to details and inconsistencies within the
system that may be indications of much larger problems (Weick & Putnam, 2006). HROs are
unique in that they are obsessed with failure, as opposed to success. Although a focus on failure
may seem counterproductive and considered pessimistic, it has the potential to enhance
organizational capacity to detect both small and large failures (Hoy et al., 2004). Weick and
Sutcliffe (2007) suggested that by embracing failure organizations prevent weak signals of
failure from cascading into much larger problems, and clearly articulate mistakes that individuals
should not make. Shulman (1993) noted that the distinguishing feature of these types of
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organizations is that members are continuously alert to the possibilities and cost of failure.
HROs are actively attentive to surprises and signals that may indicate a system is not functioning
appropriately (Sutcliffe, 2011). In addition, Weick and Putnam (2006) noted that HROs look for
signals of failure and understand that they have not faced nor imagined the abundant ways in
which the system can fail.
This principle prevents organizations from developing a false sense of confidence in past
successes, which can develop into complacency and arrogance (Eck, 2011; Hoy et al., 2005). To
foster this organizational element, Weick and Sutcliffe (2007) argued that organizational actors
need to feel safe, have climates of openness, and trust to discuss and report failures without fear
of recourse. Weick et al. (1999) added that to be preoccupied with failure is to convert imperfect
situations into grounds for improvement. In school contexts, Kearney et al. (2013) noted that
schools often pay attention to mistakes and are try to prevent them from developing into much
larger problems. Stringfield et al. (2011) argued that schools cannot afford to allow students to
fall by the wayside, as the consequences of failure is detrimental to the student, family, and
community. Therefore, schools must understand the consequences of academic failure and
become preoccupied with preventing it.
Reluctance to Simplify
Individuals tend to handle complex tasks by simplifying how they interpret a situation
(Sutcliffe, 2011; Weick et al., 1999). However, simplifications have the potential to jeopardize
organizational effectiveness as they might reduce the safeguards people take and lead to blind
spots (Sutcliffe, 2011; Weick et al., 1999). Simplification can lead to misspecification and
inaccurate assumptions about the complexity of projects, the resources needed to achieve
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objectives and goals, and the methods utilized to avoid failure from occurring (Weick &
Sutcliffe, 2007). In addition, Sutcliffe (2011) noted that simplifications reinforce a false sense of
security, whereby individuals confidently believe they are in control of and know exactly how to
fix problems that arise. Weick and Sutcliffe (2007) argued that less simplification allows
organizations to see a more complete view of the problems faced within the context from which
they are embedded.
A reluctance to simplify enables organizations to better understand the subtleties of the
context (Hoy et al., 2006) by gathering multiple perspectives to see more, challenge norms, and
reveal blind spots (Sutcliffe, 2011; Weick et al., 1999). Eck (2011) noted that this includes the
utilization of sophisticated data systems and practices that identify the root cause of problems.
Organizations positioned in unstable, unpredictable and complex environments require diversity
of experiences and views, skepticism, negotiating tactics, and concerns over generalizing
superficial similarities between the past and present (Weick & Sutcliffe, 2007). Furthermore, a
reluctance to simplify is the resistance towards accepting simplified explanations of both
successes and failures. It induces a heightened attention to what is occurring in the present,
while remaining reluctant to labels and routines of the past (Weick & Putnam, 2006). Weick et
al. (1999) indicated that HROs foster requisite variety, whereby they believe that it takes a
complexity to manage the complexity of an organization. This means that a wide-variety of
responses are needed to effectively deal with an array of problems that exist in a complex system
(Weick, 1989; Weick & Sutcliffe, 2007). However, when organizations lack the requisite variety
needed to manage the demands of a complex system, they overlook information, fail to detect
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real problems, and implore inadequate remedies, which intensify problems as opposed to
reducing them (Weick, 1989).
The complex and loosely coupled nature of schools demands that administrators and
faculty are reluctant to simplify and invite multiple perspectives to understand what is going on
beneath the surface in schools (Eck, 2011; Hoy et al., 2006). However, schools share the
inherent human tendency to simplify interpretations to validate a false belief that they understand
and control their context (Hoy et al., 2004). Developing a reluctance to simplify in schools
promotes the subtleties of context, enables schools to see more (Hoy et al., 2006), and
encourages reflection and scrutiny (Kearney et al., 2013). Schools that practice mindfulness
attempt to reconcile differences in interpretations without damaging the diversity of opinions
(Hoy et al., 2004). Furthermore, schools that practice mindfulness utilize and monitor data to
determine student needs and provide prompt interventions, rather than waiting until the end of
the year to take action (Eck, 2011).
Sensitivity to Operations and Teaching and Learning
Hoy et al. (2006) indicated that sensitivity to operations is staying close to the purpose of
the organization and the ability to develop interpersonal relationships. Sensitivity to operations
is the capability to create and maintain an the big picture through ongoing monitoring of
information (Sutcliffe, 2011). Although this may appear to be similar to the previous two
organizational elements, Weick and Sutcliffe (2007) noted that sensitivity to operations is about
seeing the actual work being done, rather than what is believed to be or planned to be
accomplished.
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Weick et al. (1999) referred to this organizational element as having the bubble, or the
ability to achieve high degrees of situational awareness that reduces both inaction and surprise.
This organizational structure requires that managers are proactive in understanding and being
sensitive to operations as well as human relationships within the organization. The core function
of schools is teaching and learning (Eck, 2011; Hoy, 2003; Hoy et al., 2006; Kearney et al.,
2013). This core function is focused on assessing teaching and learning to prevent errors from
turning into more serious failures (Hoy et al., 2004). Eck (2011) indicated that this is managed
by continuous face-to-face interaction and communication in real-time. The principles of
anticipation in sum are focused on preventing minor errors from transpiring (Eck, 2011),
however, HROs extend beyond preventative processes and incorporate principles of
containment.
Principles of Containment
Although the principles of anticipation concentrate on prevention, it is impossible for
organizations to anticipate all errors and discrepancies from occurring (Eck, 2011; Levinthal &
Rerup, 2006; Sutcliffe, 2011; Weick, 1989; Weick & Sutcliffe, 2007). When unanticipated
events inevitably occur, HROs shift their attention to principles of containment: commitment to
resilience and deference to expertise (Weick & Sutcliffe, 2007). Weick and Sutcliffe (2007)
indicated that the principles of containment differ from anticipation as it focuses on preventing
unwanted outcomes following an unanticipated event. Once the unexpected has occurred, HROs
develop a capacity to effectively cope with the surprise and flexibly manage it (Levinthal &
Rerup, 2006).
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Commitment to Resilience
Weick et al. (1999) referred to resilience as the ability to learn to bounce back and cope
with unanticipated events that have become manifested in the moment. These unanticipated
events are the unavoidable parts of an unknown world (Eck, 2011). Sutcliffe (2011) noted that
this capacity to rebound and recover from the unexpected is developed from an action repertoire
developed from “… training and simulation, varied job experience, learning from negative
feedback and ad hoc networks that allow for rapid pooling of expertise to handle unexpected
events (p.140). For Weick and Sutcliffe (2007) resilience is to be mindful of mistakes that have
happened and correct mistakes before they become more serious. In addition to bouncing back
from surprises, a commitment to resilience is to persevere through adversity and to learn from
resilient performances of the past (Weick & Sutcliffe, 2007). Weick and Putnam (2006)
indicated that this process utilizes whatever resources are available to rebound and recover from
setbacks.
A commitment to resilience is a quality of being mindful, and schools must also manage
the unexpected through anticipation and resilience (Hoy, 2004; Hoy et al., 2006). Hoy et al.
(2006) noted that mindful school leadership understands that schools are not perfect and work to
develop this capacity within the school. A commitment to resilience in schools means that both
principals and teachers develop a capacity for resilience and that mindful school structures
contain and rebound from errors (Hoy, 2003; Hoy et al., 2004; Hoy et al., 2006).
Deference to Expertise
The final organizational element in HROs is deference to expertise, where decisionmaking is shifted away from hierarchy to expertise and diversity of perspectives (Eck, 2011;
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Sutcliffe, 2011). Rank and position take a back seat to expert knowledge that is relevant to the
situation. In HROs authority is situational (Hoy et al., 2004) and decision-making migrates
flexibly between hierarchical lines in tandem with problems (Sutcliffe, 2011). This concept of
migration is the belief that expertise and hierarchical position are not automatically matched, and
that blindly committing to hierarchy in decision-making removes those on the frontline from
sharing their experience and expertise (Weick & Sutcliffe, 2007). HROs prioritize expertise
above hierarchy and are equipped with expert and skilled personnel to pull from to deal with
uncertainty (Sutcliffe, 2011). Hirschhorn (1993) noted that procedures and verbatim compliance
to hierarchy and procedures is inadequate, as procedural writers cannot fully anticipate every
situation and that procedures cannot substitute for technical knowledge. Therefore, decisionmaking may arise spontaneously and to areas with the greatest demands of needs (Weick &
Putnam, 2006).
On the other hand, HROs pull from the strength of well-functioning hierarchies, whereby
authority and accountability is delegated according to the complexity and importance of the task
(Hirschhorn, 1993). Weick (1987) noted that the real trick in HROs is the ability to
simultaneously achieve both centralization and decentralization. In mindful schools, fluid
decision-making and enabling structures replace rigid administrative rules and policies (Hoy,
2003; Hoy et al., 2004; Hoy et al., 2006). In addition, schools hire individuals with specialized
knowledge to resolve problems (Hoy, 2003). Weick and Sutcliffe (2007) indicated that
deference to expertise is a cultural belief, whereby individuals do not fear asking for help and
acknowledge when they have limited knowledge to address problems.
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In summary, organizing for high reliability does not supersede Eastern Mindfulness, but
rather provides a yardstick to detect and alter deficiencies (Weick & Putnam, 2006). Mindful
schools develop an organizational capacity to anticipate the unexpected by focusing on failure,
being reluctant to simplify, and by developing a sensitivity to teaching and learning.
Furthermore, mindful schools understand the inevitability of failure and as a result adhere to
principles of containment: commitment to resilience and deference to expertise. Sutcliffe (2011)
indicated that organizations that act mindfully, or have mindful actions reduce their likeliness of
being surprised and disabled by unforeseen events. In school contexts Hoy et al. (2006)
suggested that,
In brief, mindful schools have teachers and administrators who develop the ability to
anticipate surprise by focusing on failure, avoiding simplification, and remaining
sensitive to operations. But when the unexpected happens, the organization rebounds
with persistence, resilience, and expertise. (p. 240)
Educational Research on Organizational Mindfulness
In the midst of HRO theory development in management and health care, educational
researchers began applying the theory to school settings and reform efforts in both the United
States and the United Kingdom (Bellamy et al., 2005; Hoy, 2003; Hoy et al., 2004; Hoy et al.,
2006; Kearney et al., 2013; Lee, 2012; Marzano et al., 2014; Potter, 2002; Stringfield, 1997;
Stringfield et al., 2008; Stringfield et al., 2011; Stringfield et al., 2012). In 1991 Stringfield
presented a thought piece at the International Congress for School Effectiveness and School
Improvement (ICSEI) that explored the potentiality of HRO principles applied to school contexts
and to school reform efforts (Stringfield, Reynolds, & Schaffer, 2011). Stringfield’s thought
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piece inspired school effectiveness and improvement research in the U.S. and United Kingdom
to examine HROs in schools.
Research on School Reliability in the United States
In the U.S., the earliest study on HRO principles in school settings was conducted by
Stringfield (1997), in a 2-11year case study. Stringfield (1997) examined four high-performing
elementary schools across the United States that experienced successful school improvement
efforts. Stringfield (1997) argued that underlying the chaos of highly effective schools were
common characteristics, and that most HRO characteristics were present in all them.
Stringfield’s (1997) work drew the first connection between HRO characteristics functioning in
school settings, and the relationship that it may have on reliable student achievement in the
United States. All four of the high-performing schools in the study had large percentages of
economically disadvantaged and racially diverse students with a history of low academic
achievement. This investigation consisted of mostly urban schools, with only one rural school
from the state of Louisiana. Stringfield’s (1997) findings suggested that the HRO characteristics
present in these schools might be linked to successful school improvement. Although Stringfield
(1997) provided interesting insight for school effectiveness and improvement research regarding
theoretical underpinnings of the HRO framework in schools, it consisted of a very small sample
size and did not specifically focus on rural schools.
More recently, Marzano, Warrick, and Simms (2014) pulled from Hattie’s (2009, 2012)
800 meta-analysis on student achievement research, to identify specific factors that affect
achievement that schools have control over. From Hattie’s list of factors, Marzano et al. (2014)
identified 46 factors that schools control and collapsed them into five operational levels for high
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reliability: safe and collaborative culture, effective teaching in every classroom, guaranteed and
viable curriculum, standards-referenced reporting, and competency-based education. Although
Marzano et al. (2014) indicated that these operational levels are grounded in past educational
research and will assist schools in achieving reliable performance, they have yet to be examined
empirically in educational research.
School Mindfulness
In addition to Stringfield’s (1997) work, other researchers began developing and applying
HRO theory to schools in the U.S. Drawing from Weick and Sutcliffe’s (2001, 2007) elements
of organizational mindfulness, Hoy et al. (2004) extended the construct to the school context.
Hoy et al. (2004) indicated that schools could mindfully anticipate and contain unexpected
events by utilizing the five key organizational elements in HROs. Hoy’s et al. (2004) mindful
school structure mirrored Weick and Sutcliffe’s (2001; 2007) five HRO elements: focus on
failure, reluctance to simplify, sensitivity to teaching and learning, commitment to resilience, and
deference to expertise.
Hoy et al. (2004) developed the Mindfulness Scale (M-Scale) survey instrument that
includes a 6-point Likert-response questionnaire that surveys teacher perceptions of school
mindfulness based upon these five HRO elements. Hoy’s et al. (2004) M-Scale provided the
field with a reliable and valid survey instrument to measure the practice of mindfulness in school
settings. Unlike Stringfield’s (1997) work that explored HRO constructs in successful
turnaround schools, Hoy’s et al. (2004) study validated a reliable tool for measuring the five
cognitive elements of HROs in 75 middle schools in the state of Ohio. Hoy’s et al. (2004) MScale has stirred research interest in the relationship between mindful school elements and
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student achievement, trust, collective efficacy, teacher flow, and enabling school structures
(Gage, 2003; Gilbert, 2012; Hoy et al., 2006; Kearney et al., 2013; Marshall, 2013; Peterson,
2015; Rodriguez, 2015; Ray et al., 2011; Russell; 2015; Spencer, 2015).
In addition to Hoy’s et al. (2004; 2006) work, Lee (2012) examined Weick and
Sutcliffe’s (2007) mindful school elements in four high-poverty turnaround schools in the state
of Louisiana. The findings from Lee’s (2012) qualitative case study found that schools that
displayed significant growth demonstrated all of Weick and Sutcliffe’s (2007) five HRO
characteristics. Lee’s (2012) work confirmed Stringfield’s (1997) suggestion that schools are
more successful in reform or turnaround efforts in high poverty contexts when they employ HRO
characteristics. However, like Stringfield’s (1997) work, Lee’s (2012) use of a case study design
restricted the sample size and generalizability of the findings as it concentrated in the state of
Louisiana.
Although the body of HRO research in the U.S. has been limited, it has primarily utilized
quantitative methodologies to investigate the phenomena of mindfulness in school settings. Out
of this body of research only two studies have utilized qualitative case studies (Gilbert, 2012;
Lee, 2012), one-mixed methods (Kearney, 2013), and nine quantitative studies (Gage, 2003; Hoy
et al, 2004; Hoy et al., 2006; Marshall, 2013; Peterson, 2015; Ray et al., 2011; Rodriguez, 2015;
Russell, 2015; Spencer, 2015). In addition, few studies, if any, have utilized Hoy’s et al. (2004)
M-Scale in a mixed methods design to examine the practice of mindfulness in rural secondary
schools and to examine how principals understand the practice of mindfulness.
Kearney et al.’s (2013) study is among the few that has utilized a mixed methods design
to specifically investigate principal mindfulness in 149 public schools in Texas. This study
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surveyed elementary, middle, and high schools throughout the state and included all school
locale types (urban, suburban, and rural), student demographics, and socioeconomic status. For
the quantitative phase, Kearney et al.’s (2013) discovered a positive relationship between the
dimension of principal mindfulness and student achievement, and found that principals in highly
mindful schools gain their success by reflection, relationship building, and perpetual renewal.
Although this study is among the few that have investigated the relationship between principal
mindfulness and student achievement, it did not examine the practice of mindfulness in
specifically rural contexts, configurations of mindfulness, and how leadership might explain the
extent of mindfulness practiced by faculty.
Research in the United Kingdom: The High Reliability Schools Project
Similar to studies in the U.S., Stringfield’s thought piece inspired a 16-year research
project in the U.K. that analyzed the characteristics of HROs and student achievement in an
economically disadvantaged area in a Welsh district. In what they termed the High Reliability
School (HRS) project, a team of researchers incorporated HRO principles in reform efforts in
disadvantaged secondary schools (Reynolds et al., 2006; Stringfield et al., 2008; Stringfield et
al., 2011; Stringfield et al., 2012). This seminal study was unique in that no previous efforts had
assisted local education authorities (LEAs) in improving the reliability of services and
programming that was being delivered to school reform (Stringfield, Reynolds, & Schaffer,
2008).
In their preliminary results, Reynolds, Stringfield, and Schaffer (2006) found that
programs that co-constructed practice with personnel on the basis of high reliability, school
effectiveness, and school improvement research greatly enhanced student achievement. In the
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first four years of the project, achievement scores rose dramatically compared to the three years
prior to the project (Stringfield et al., 2012). Sandfields Comprehensive School for instance, rose
from 14% proficient to 35% proficient in just four years (Stringfield et al., 2012). Nine years
after the reform initiative begun, Stringfield, Reynolds, and Schaffer (2008) conducted a fiveyear longitudinal follow up investigation and collected mixed methods data on the schools
participating in the study. Stringfield et al. (2008) discovered that most of the schools in the
Welsh district continued to utilize the HRO principles even after the intervention was completed
and continued to make strong academic improvements each year. In addition, quantitative data
indicated that the Welsh district had raised their achievement scores over the course of nine years
by 21.3%, and that the largest gains were made in the first four years of the HRS intervention,
but were followed by a 6.8 % increase five years following (Stringfield et al., 2008).
The qualitative component of this study revealed the following themes: the importance of
finite goals, evolving sophistication with data and data analysis, standardized procedures,
seeking best practice and collaboration, off-site professional development, leadership
successions by trained leaders, and a year to year cyclical effect of achievement gains
(Stringfield et al., 2008). The mixed methods data indicated that heightening the reliability of
school functioning produced consistent improvements in student outcomes over the course of
nine years (Stringfield et al., 2008). This study indicated that reliable student achievement and
improvement was possible in a high-poverty district in the UK through the utilization of HRO
principles.
In addition, Schaffer et al., (2012) later conducted a case study on the Sandfields
Secondary School, which included eleven years of multimethod data. Results from this study
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also confirmed that the school experienced consistent increases of student achievement
throughout the project, and utilized the HRS principles to continuously raise scores for over a
decade. Like the previous studies, the application of HRS principles not only made positive and
sustained increases in student achievement, but also found that the school continued to apply
HRO principles after the project ended to continuously improve their practices (Schaffer,
Reynolds, & Stringfield, 2012; Stringfield, Reynolds, & Schaffer, 2011; Stringfield et al., 2012).
The HRS project produced significant findings that pointed to the theoretical relevance of HRO
characteristics in school settings, and to the appropriateness of utilizing such constructs for
school improvement efforts in high-needs schools.
In summary, the field of HRO and mindfulness research in education has received over
two decades of varying attention in the U.S. and the U.K. Although this field remains widely
underresearched, more attention has been given to quantitative research designs and has lacked
contextually based investigations. In addition, there has been little, if any, research in the field
that has investigated the practice of mindfulness in rural contexts. While some investigations
have included rural schools in large quantitative studies (Hoy et al., 2004; 2006), there has been
very little attention given to the practice of mindfulness in this context. Moreover, very few
studies in the U.S. or U.K. have provided voice to principals and have focused on understanding
how leadership practices influence the practice of mindfulness in schools. Although, the
literature has indicated a positive relationship between the practice of mindfulness and student
achievement (Kearney et al., 2013), trust (Hoy et al., 2006), and enabling structures (Hoy, 2003),
very little has been done to understand the practice in rural communities.
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The Condition of Rural Schools
The landscape of rural education throughout the U.S. is marked by changing patterns of
economic opportunity, global migration, industry and agricultural, natural resources, social
interactions, diversity, and political transformations (Beaulieu, 2005; Biddle & Azano, 2016;
Schafft & Biddle, 2014; Shucksmith, Brown, & Vergunst, 2012). Although many other factors
could be added to this list, it is evident that rural communities are impacted by a multiplicity of
challenges and changes (Beaulieu, 2005), and are often powerless to offset the penalties
(Howley, Howley, Hendrickson, Belcher, & Howley, 2012). In the zeitgeist of globalization,
changing conditions have created both opportunities and challenges for rural education (Biddle
& Azano, 2016), as rural schools struggle to fulfill performance and accountability standards that
are more appropriately designed for urban and suburban schools (Beaulieu, 2005). Furthermore,
the growth in diversity, variations between rural school contexts, needs, resources, and inequities
facing rural youth presents educational researchers, reformers, and policy makers with
significant challenges to address (Brown & Schafft, 2011; Schafft & Biddle, 2014; Strange,
2011).
Johnson, Showalter, Klein, and Lester (2014) estimated that in 2010-11 roughly 33% of
all schools in the United States were considered rural, and over 20% of all public-school students
were enrolled in a rural school district; which totaled 9,765,385 students. Many of these students
are concentrated in 13 highly rural states, which have at least 1/3 of their entire student
population in attendance in a rural school district. Out of these 13 states, five are from the
southeastern region of the U.S.: North Carolina, Alabama, Kentucky, South Carolina, Tennessee,
and Georgia. In these states, low educational attainment is a systemic problem, as many rural
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students come from families with parents without high school degrees, and are likely to
experience severe socioeconomic challenges (Alliance for Excellent Education, 2010; Johnson,
Showalter, Klein, & Lester, 2014).
It is estimated that two in five rural students live in poverty, and that the national
percentage of students qualifying for free or reduce lunch in rural schools increased from 41% to
46.6% in 2008-09 to 2010-11 (Johnson et al., 2014). In Weber, Jensen, Miller, Mosley, and
Fisher’s (2005) review both poverty and persistent poverty is disproportionately distributed and
concentrated in rural areas, and the likelihood of being poor is greater in rural communities and
increases the more remote and less populated a county is. In addition, growth in rural school
enrollment has outpaced growth in non-rural schools, with increases in diversity, and students
with special needs (Johnson et al., 2014). Unfortunately, low educational aspirations and
outcomes have a longstanding history in rural schools compared to suburban schools (Byun,
Meece, & Irvin, 2012; Demi, Coleman-Jensen, & Synder, 2010; Johnson et al., 2014; Provasnik
et al, 2007). Research has shown that rural students have previously trailed behind non-rural
students in postsecondary enrollment and completion (Byun et al., 2012b).
Rural youth are likely to be exposed to limited curriculum, have restricted access to
college and career counseling and preparatory programs, and advanced placement courses (Byun
et al., 2012b; Gagnon & Mattingly, 2016). Byun, Irvin, and Meece (2012) found that rural
students who attended a 4-year institution were disproportionately more likely to come from low
socioeconomic families, and be first-generation college students. However, rural youth may
have greater access to community resources and support than non-rural students (Byun et al.,
2012b), and have higher graduation rates compared to urban schools (Alliance for Excellent
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Education, 2010). In addition, research has found that rural students are not disadvantaged in
their degree completion and college persistence compared to non-rural college students (Byun et
al., 2012). The economic, social, and migration patterns in rural communities has inspired
educational research to examine the challenges facing rural youth, various pathways to improve
educational practices in these communities, and how the value of rural schools and communities.
The Landscape of Rural Educational Research
Rural education and poverty literature has attempted to make sense of the complexities
and contextual challenges facing rural communities (Arnold, Newman, Gaddy, & Dean, 2005;
Biddle & Azano, 2016; Stelmach, 2011; Weber et al., 2005;). As early on as President Theodore
Roosevelt’s push in the U.S. Commission on Country Life (1909) and Cubberley’s (1912)
description of the rural school problem, educational research in the United States has displayed
varying interest in rural education research (RER). DeYoung’s (1987) seminal work
summarized the historical debates and scholarly issues surrounding rural education in the U.S.,
and suggested that the history of education in American is one that is grounded in an urban
history and has lacked the sophistication displayed in other educational journals. In addition,
Khattri, Riley, and Kane (1997) review indicated that RER had a history of producing vague,
unfocused, and incomparable findings on poverty, rural students and schools, and rural
communities. Echoing some of the same sentiments, Arnold’s et al. (2005) critical review of
RER (n=498) narrowed down two ways in which research has been conducted in the United
States: to study rural education issues, and studies that occurred incidentally in rural contexts
without any intent to examine rural school problems.
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Arnold’s et al. (2005) team found that only 106 met the requirements for a comparative
design, and alarmingly, only 10 were of high quality, 48 were of medium quality, and 48 were of
low quality (Arnold et al., 2005). Arnold’s et al. (2005) analysis was similar to Howley,
Howley, and Yahn’s (2014) review of dissertation research, whereby they characterized the
explicit motives of 188 dissertations focused on issues of curriculum and instruction in rural
schools. Although Howley’s et al. (2014) review shed light to the dominate motivations
inspiring many rural dissertations, it more strikingly confirmed Arnold et al. (2005) initial
analysis, that the condition of RER lacked quality, with nearly a quarter or a third of the studies
being poor or worse quality, and the remaining mediocre. Coladarci (2007) indicated that not all
studies in rural education have been absent of quality, but due to the numerous exceptions of
poorly defined, justified, and designed rural research studies, the field certainly needed
improvement.
More recently, Biddle and Azano’s (2016) review of a century’s worth of rural
educational research (n=148) examined how educational researchers have discussed the rural
school problem, as coined by Cubberley (1912). In Biddle and Azano’s (2016) analysis, 1909 to
1945 interest exploded as a consensus was shared for the need for rural reform in the midst of a
modernizing country. From 1945-1980, declined in interest on differentiating teacher or
curriculum training specific to rural contexts, and gravitated towards inequity in teacher quality
(Biddle & Azano, 2016). Lastly, 1980 to 2015 has been marked by increased globalization in the
U.S. economy, and has shifted research to a national economic focus. This shift has resulted in a
new era that has given more attention to advocacy and politics (Biddle & Azano, 2016), and has
crystalized a unique research community.
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Deconstructing the “Rural School Problem”
Rural education research has been concerned with equity of schooling over the past
century, however the language used to describe rural school problems and context has positioned
the characteristics of rurality as the issue. Researchers have made-meaning of these issues as
potentially unsolvable problems, and have furthered unproductive discourses that pinpoint
rurality as the causality (Biddle & Azano, 2016). Instead, Biddle and Azano (2016) and Howley,
Theobald, and Howley (2005) warned against such deficit thinking, and suggested that rural
researchers discuss the challenges of rural education by utilizing new language of equity and
privilege of place, so that research may oppose undesirable ways of thinking about rurality.
Rural residents are already encountering messages from non-rural communities that
communicate a sense of inferiority and lack of sophistication (Sherman, 2009; Theobald &
Wood, 2010). The landscape of RER points to certain shortcomings and calls for high quality,
comparative, and contextually specific studies.
Effective Leadership in Rural Schools
Forner, Bierlein-Palmer, and Reeves (2012) suggested that research on rural leadership
has pinpointed three major challenges that rural administrators must overcome: serving a
community that has large percentages of low SES students, overloaded responsibilities, and
navigating a public role. The actions taken by principals to improve student outcomes are
influenced by a variety of contextual factors (May, Huff, & Goldring, 2012) that adds to the
complexity of school environments. May, Huff, and Goldring (2012) argued that a school’s
effectiveness depends on the leader’s ability to assess school capacity and leverage factors that
will most likely improve teaching and learning within their context. Although this complicates
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the waters for researchers to identify specific leadership characteristics that improve achievement
in specific contexts (May et al., 2012), it does support Leithwood, Seashore Louis, Anderson,
and Wahlstrom’s (2004) assessment, that effective leadership is contingent upon geographic
location, grade levels, and school size. It is challenging to determine the independent effect
context variables have on leadership and student achievement; however, much of the early
research on rural school effectiveness indicated that scarce resource allocation, professional
growth opportunities, and recruitment and retention quality personnel were contextual effects
impacting student achievement (Buttram & Carlson, 1983; Hord, Jolly, & Mendez-Morse, 1992;
Stringfield & Teddlie, 1991).
Teddlie and Stringfield’s (1993) 10-year Louisiana School Effectiveness Study (LSES)
for instance, investigated a pair of low SES, predominately minority, and rural elementary
schools that made significant academic advances. In their exhaustive study, Teddlie and
Stringfield (1993) found that although both schools received little fiscal support, they maintained
stability in their leadership and teachers which in turn stabilized student outcomes. These
principals recruited intensely, conducted thorough teaching evaluations, strategically utilized
staff development to target instructional deficiencies, nurtured teachers, involved the community,
and were willing to remove inadequate personnel. Interestingly enough, these schools engaged
less in conversations on new curriculum, pedagogy, and catch phrase fads, but were more
reflective and focused on their instructional processes.
More recently, Klar and Brewer’s (2014) research on effective leadership in a rural low
SES school, found four leadership practices that impacted student achievement in a rural context:
setting the direction, mentoring people, changing the culture of the organization, and managing
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instruction. Although the generalizability of Klar and Brewer’s (2014) case study was limited, it
did provide insight to how leadership can impact student achievement in rural contexts. In a
different study, Masumoto and Brown-Welty (2009) conducted a case study that examined three
high-performing and high-poverty rural secondary schools in California. These schools had
maintained consistently high student outcomes for five years: 1999-2004. The findings from this
study indicated that each of these principals effectively employed different forms of
contemporary leadership strategies, and established school-community links that enhanced
student performance (Masumoto & Brown-Welty, 2009). Masumoto and Brown-Welty (2009)
found that leadership set the tone for a focus on instruction, standards, teaching expectations, and
community involvement. These successful schools set high expectations for their teachers, and
utilized distributive and collaborative leadership practices that established a culture of
collaboration and accountability (Masumoto & Brown-Wetly, 2009).
Interestingly, the findings in both Masumoto and Brown-Welty’s (2009) and Klar and
Brewer (2014) studies overlapped with early SER on school processes: strong principal
leadership, focus on instruction and learning, high expectations, monitoring performance,
community engagement, and the relationship between effective leadership and student
achievement (Edmonds, 1979; Teddlie & Reynolds, 2000). Arguably, the leadership displayed
in these rural contexts, had less to do with a commitment to a certain leadership style, and had
more to do with their ability to mindfully use a variety of leadership approaches to establish
community linkages, leverage school processes that were most effective, develop teachers, and
establish high expectations on teaching and student outcomes (Klar & Brewer, 2014; Masumoto
& Brown-Welty, 2009). In a different study, Klar and Brewer (2013) found that principals set
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direction, developed people, redesigned their organizations, managed their instructional
programs differently, and in ways that more appropriately addressed the contextual needs of their
schools. They stated, “In each case we saw principals who were able to identify salient
contextual aspects around which they could not only shape their leadership practices but also use
school-wide reforms as vehicles for making these changes” (Klar & Brewer, 2013, p. 800).
These findings seem to confirm that effective leadership practices are adapted to meet the
contextual needs of schools, and that effectiveness in one context does not necessarily indicate
that it translates in others.
This type of leadership adaptation supports both Leithwood et al. (2004) and May’s et al.
(2012) analysis on leadership contingency, and may provide insight that effective leadership is a
contextual adaptation, that is not stagnate nor static, and lends itself towards mindfulness
(Langer, 1989). Much of the research conducted on effective leadership in low SES rural
schools has utilized case study research designs that have included small sample sizes (Klar &
Brewer, 2013; Klar & Brewer, 2014; Masumoto & Brown-Welty, 2009; Teddlie & Stringfield,
1993). Although these studies provided in-depth analysis and insight to contextually effective
leadership practices in certain rural schools, they also point to the need for further theoretically
guided investigations on leadership and effective organizational processes in rural schools
serving low SES students.
Improving the Learning Environment
Principal leadership is the hallmark of SER in the U.S. (Teddlie & Stringfield, 2007),
however, improving schools requires the judgments and actions of multiple actors. The most
impactful factors on student achievement occurs inside the classroom and at home; thus the ways
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in which the classroom is organized and managed is essential to learning (Townsend, 2007).
Schools are recursive open-systems (Bogotch et al., 2007) that involve complex interactions
between multiple players that include principals, teachers, students, parents, and community
members. Therefore, decision-making in schools is a complex web of intersecting judgments,
values, and actions. Practitioners evaluate the desirability and value of educational means, which
in turn influences their actions and contributes to what and how students learn (Bogotch et al.,
2007). Ultimately, educators and students make the final judgments on the value of educational
means, how it is translated into practice, and what is actually learned. This is not just a cognitive
and behavioral process, but also one that is value-laden and composed of moral decision-making
(Bogotch et al., 2007). However, the variance between classroom treatments and teaching
approaches distinguishes effective and ineffective schools (Kyriakides, 2005; Muijs, 2010).
Inconsistency in teaching approaches, organization, and management may restrict overall
school effectiveness and improvement in low SES schools (Kyriakides, 2005), while wholeschool and standardized approaches may lead to greater student achievement in certain contexts.
Durland and Teddlie (1996) analysis of interpersonal relationships found that effective schools
contained well-webbed sociogram of relationships centered on teacher and principal leadership.
However, in ineffective schools sociograms were isolated, and not reciprocal (Durland &
Teddlie, 1996). Therefore, the more collectively involved teachers and principals are in the
decision-making process, the more effective the school may be. Research is more effectively
translated into practice when those closest to the classroom are involved in applying research to
meet their instructional needs (Muijs, 2010), and when leadership defers to expertise rather than
experience or hierarchy.
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Undoubtedly, decision-making in the classroom has a tremendous impact on student
achievement. However, research shows that leadership can influence the desirability and value
of educational means, connect teachers to effective professional development, cultivate goals and
objectives, recruit and retain quality teachers, remove inadequate ones, and establish wholeschool approaches (Day & Leitch, 2007; Klar & Brewer, 2013; Klar & Brewer, 2014; Masumoto
& Brown-Welty, 2009, Muijs, 2010; Teddlie & Stringfield, 1993). Undoubtedly, improving the
judgments made by practitioners takes “visionary leadership and cultures of openness, respect,
trust, collaboration, and experimentation” (Day & Leitch, 2007, p. 723). This type of thinking
must also extend beyond the school walls, reaching out to the local community, and to those with
mutual interest. RER has brought to light the importance of community links in schools and how
the salient factors of context impacts student achievement (Datnow, 2005; Hurley, 1999;
Masumoto & Brown-Welty, 2009; Semke & Sheridan, 2011; Theobald, 1997). However, less is
known about how place and community interact with school processes. Learning is ultimately
an ongoing human activity; it can be organized in much more meaningful and productive ways
when people are included, purpose is established, resources are provided, and when systems,
teaching, and leadership are working together for cyclical improvement (Townsend, 2007).
A Warrant for Rural School Effectiveness Research
School effectiveness research (SER) has been replete with continued calls for more
contextually sensitive and differentiated investigations to address the limitations of over three
decade’s worth of SER literature (Good & Brophy, 1986; Kyriakides, 2007; Reynolds et al.,
2016; Teddlie et al., 2002; Teddlie & Stringfield, 2007; Thrupp et al., 2007). The absence of
contextually based SER has been a major criticism of the field, as effective management and
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teaching in one context may not be applicable to another (Thrupp et al., 2007). Kyriakides
(2007) argued that SER has developed generically, adopting one size fits all models, and ought
to develop more differentiated models for school effectiveness to improve the quality and equity
in instructional practices. Certainly, effective techniques that support teachers or school
processes vary based upon context, and yet SER has lacked these investigations (Schaffer,
Devlin-Scherer, & Stringfield, 2007).
Harris and Chapman’s (2004) assertion further highlighted the significance of limited
contextual studies, “If the goal of raising performance in schools in difficulty is to be achieved,
school improvement approaches that neglect to address the inherent diversity and variability
across and within schools in the same broad category will be destined to fail” (429). Thrupp et
al. (2007) argued that SES as an indicator is insufficient to assume that all schools experience the
same contextual challenges, and that just because effective school factors are possibly schoolbased, they may not always be school-caused. Reynolds et al. (2016) clarified the need for
context in SER,
We know, then, much about the precise factors that generate outcomes, and also about
the importance of leadership in generating them and the process associated with
ineffectiveness… ‘what works’ in terms of processes may be difficult in different
contexts, and the importance of understanding how school and home and community may
all have synergistic influences…point to the need for future research in the area of school
processes. (p. 99)
Reynolds’ et al. (2016) call for synergistic and contextually sensitive SER, points to the need for
extensive studies on effectiveness models in different community types.
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Tennessee’s Educational Context
In the aftermath of Race to the Top and the recent authorization of ESSA, Tennessee’s
educational system has experienced a continuous state of change with shifts in academic
standards, accountability, assessments, and evaluation systems. Tennessee’s interest in
reforming its educational system was heavily spurred by the publication of the U.S. Chamber of
Commerce Foundation 2007 Leaders and Laggards: A State-by-Report Card on Educational
Effectiveness, which ranked Tennessee among the lower-performing states in the U.S.
According to the report, Tennessee had failing grades on academic achievement for low-income
and minority students, truth in advertising about state proficiency, and postsecondary and
workforce readiness (U.S. Chamber of Commerce Foundation, 2007). In addition, the report
indicated that Tennessee scored a D on student achievement, and C on return on investment,
rigor of academic standards, and flexibility of management and policy (U.S. Chamber of
Commerce Foundation, 2007).
These findings indicated that the condition of Tennessee’s educational system was in
relatively poor shape compared to other states throughout the country and since then, Tennessee
has aggressively worked to reform the quality of schooling throughout the state. According to
the recent 2015 NAEP results, Tennessee is the fastest improving state in the country. Tennessee
currently serves 997,893 K-12 students in 1,833 schools throughout the state, and of these
students 35.1% (roughly 350,000 students) come from families that meet the criteria for
economically disadvantaged with 49% of the school districts in Tennessee are located in rural
communities (State Collaborative on Reforming Education, 2016-17). According to the 2010
census 93% of Tennessee is classified as rural, and 78 out of 95 counties have 50% of their
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residents living in rural areas (Rural Task Force Report, 2016). In 17 of these rural counties
unemployment rates, per capita market income, and poverty rates are in the bottom 10% of the
nation, with 35 other counties being in the bottom 25% (Rural Task Force, 2016). More than
half of the counties in Tennessee are in the bottom 25% in economic indicators (Rural Task
Force, 2016). According to NAEP (2015) both rural and urban schools in Tennessee have
remained significantly behind suburban schools in reading and math from 2007 to 2015.
However, unlike urban schools that have shown steady increases in student performance in these
subject areas, rural schools have shown consistently flat, and even declining achievement scores
in Tennessee (State Collaborative on Reforming Education, 2016-17).
Conclusion
This review of literature has attempted to provide an analysis of the extant research on
high reliability theory, mindfulness, effective leadership in rural education, and the context of
Tennessee. This critical review has shown that the limited mixed methods studies focused on the
practice of mindfulness in rural contexts warrants further investigations. Although research has
attempted to explore the complexity of high reliability theory in education, frequent calls for
further research on the practice of mindfulness (Hoy et al., 2006; Kearney et al., 2013; Ray et al.,
2011) underpins the importance of further expansion in this field. This includes studies of SES,
community type (urban, rural, and suburban), grade phases, and governance structures (Reynolds
et al. 2016; Teddlie & Stringfield, 2007). The field of high reliability theory applied to education
has been long overdue for theoretical developments that examine the mindfulness framework
contextually. Furthermore, limited attention in this field has provided voice to principals and
examined how leadership practices impact the extent of mindfulness practiced in rural schools.
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This warrants the need for further investigations that examine the theoretical framework in other
contexts.
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CHAPTER 3
METHODOLOGY
The review of literature has revealed a lack of mixed methods research that examines the
practice of mindfulness in schools as well as studies that provide voice to both teachers and
principals. Further, no research on mindfulness has been conducted in rural secondary schools.
Therefore, the purpose of this study is to examine teacher perceptions of school mindfulness,
how principals understand the practice of mindfulness, and how principal leadership might
explain the extent of mindfulness practiced in rural secondary schools.
To achieve this purpose, this study will employ an explanatory mixed methods design
(quan®QUAL), and is guided by the following research questions:
1. What are teacher perceptions of school mindfulness in rural secondary schools?
2. How do rural principals understand the practice of mindfulness?
3. How do leadership practices explain the extent of mindfulness practiced in rural
secondary schools?
This chapter is dedicated to describing the methodology that will be used to address this purpose
and research questions. In addition, the characteristics of this type of mixed method design, a
rational for selecting an explanatory sequential design, and how the quantitative and qualitative
phases complement each other to address the purpose of this investigation is explained. The
steps taken to ensure the trustworthiness of the findings, inference quality, and a summary of the
methodology conclude the chapter.
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Characteristics of a Mixed Methods Study
For over twenty years a great deal of attention has been given to the relevance of mixed
methods research as a distinct methodology equivalent to qualitative and quantitative studies.
Greene (2008) defined the unique way of thinking found in mixed methods research as a social
inquiry that invites researchers to consider multiple ways of investigating and understanding the
world. Tashakkori, Teddlie, and Johnson (2015) defined mixed methods research as, “…an
eclectic, pragmatic approach to employing combinations of research tools in answering
multifaceted questions by seeking multiple, multilayered answers” (p. 618). This research
design is framed on the assumption that multiple approaches may provide a more comprehensive
understanding of the research problem under investigation, and draws from the methodological
strengths of both sets of data.
Mixed methods research strategically integrates both quantitative and qualitative
methodologies and illuminates a way of thinking that engages in methodological diversity to
paint a fuller picture of the findings (Green, 2007). Mixed methods research commonly utilizes
a pragmatic worldview concerned with the insights from both quantitative and qualitative
methodologies to answer research questions (Johnson & Onwuegbuzie, 2004) and to explain the
phenomena. This pragmatic research approach allows the problem to guide the study, rather than
the method. The ability of mixed methods designs to integrate multiple methods provides this
investigation with an opportunity to uniquely design and investigate a phenomenon in a depth
that may not be as attainable in a monomethod. Morse and Niehaus (2009) underpinned the
notion that mixed methods research is not a haphazard or impulsive methodological approach,
but rather a strategic design that foresees gaps and inadequacies that will arise from the use of
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one method that is in itself not comprehensive enough to address the research questions under
investigation.
Explanatory Sequential Design
Three basic mixed methods designs are commonly selected in mixed methods research:
convergent, explanatory sequential, and exploratory sequential. The straightforward nature of
the explanatory sequential design has made it a highly popular design among researchers
(Ivankova, Creswell, & Stick, 2006). Creswell and Plano Clark (2011) described explanatory
sequential designs as a two-phase method led by the quantitative phase and followed by the
qualitative to explain the quantitative results. The purpose of an explanatory sequential design is
to utilize qualitative results to assist in explaining, interpreting, and building upon the results
discovered in the initial quantitative phase (Creswell, 2014, 2015; Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011;
Creswell, Plano Clark, Gutmann, & Hanson, 2003; Ivankova, Creswell, & Stick, 2006). Morse
and Niehaus (2009) suggested that sequential pacing provides the ability to deal with emergent
data, address research gaps, and provide supplements so that the significance of a study is not
lost.
Creswell and Plano Clark (2011) suggested that explanatory sequential designs are most
useful when researchers are investigating statistical trends and relationships within quantitative
data, and have the capability to explain the mechanisms and reasons influencing the quantitative
findings. The qualitative component of this design assisted in explaining and refining the
quantitative data by exploring the views of participants (Ivankova, Creswell, & Stick, 2006;
Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011; Tashakkori & Teddlie, 1998).
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Strengths and Challenges
The advantages to this methodology is a straightforward approach that clearly delineates
the different research methods, phases, findings, and implementation for both researcher and
reader (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011; Creswell et al., 2003; Ivankova et al., 2006). Creswell
(2015) indicated that the two phases in explanatory sequential designs build upon each other in
such a way that they are not only distinct, but are easy to recognize and understand. In addition,
this methodological approach lends itself to emergent data that may arise in either phase of the
investigation.
Although explanatory sequential designs are straightforward and have many
methodological strengths for researchers, they are embedded with inherent challenges that have
been widely discussed across mixed methods literature with strong agreement that they take a
significant amount of time to execute (Creswell, 2015; Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011; Ivankova
et al., 2006; Creswell et al., 2003). In addition, deciding upon which method to assign priority,
implementation challenges, connecting the two phases, and how to integrate the inferences to
address the research questions collectively present significant challenges for researchers to
navigate (Ivankova et al., 2006). Furthermore, deciding upon which quantitative findings need
further investigation and determining a criterion for selecting an appropriate sample for the
qualitative phase is another challenge embedded within this type of design (Creswell, 2015;
Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011).
Rational for an Explanatory Sequential Design
Creswell and Plano Clark (2011) proposed that research problems that need results
explained, primary research methods to be enhanced, more sufficient data sources, and problems
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that are best addressed through multiple phases are suited for mixed methods designs. Upon
reflecting upon the problem, purpose, and research questions of this study it became apparent
that an explanatory sequential mixed method design would greatly benefit the investigation. The
research questions posed in this investigation require a more comprehensive research design to
understand the practice of mindfulness and how leadership may explain the extent of
mindfulness in rural secondary schools. Furthermore, the need to provide voice to principals and
understand how they perceive the practice of mindfulness requires a qualitative component. This
design seeks to elaborate, enhance, clarify, and illustrate results from quantitative and qualitative
data (Greene, Caracelli, & Graham, 1989) to take advantage of the complementary strengths of
both methods and present a more complete understanding of the practice of mindfulness in rural
contexts.
In addition, this investigation seeks to expand upon the methodological gaps employed in
previous research on school effectiveness that have frequently called for more mixed methods
research designs (Sammons, 2010; Teddlie & Sammons, 2010). Kearney et al. (2013) are among
the few that have utilized a mixed method design to investigate the practice of mindfulness in
schools, and suggested that other researchers replicate it. Moreover, Creswell (2014) indicated
that an explanatory sequential design might help to inform the sampling procedure needed in the
second phase of the study.
Kearney’s et al. (2013) study reflected this strategy, as it utilized the quantitative findings
to inform the sampling procedure for the qualitative phase. The qualitative phase may help
explain and elaborate on the results that were discovered in the initial quantitative phase, and is
best fitted to collect data on the participants’ perspectives. Finally, an exploratory sequential
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design would not be necessary, as a valid and reliable quantitative survey instrument has already
been developed to investigate the practice of mindfulness in schools (Hoy et al., 2004; Kearney
et al., 2013).
Data Collection Procedures
Tashakkori and Teddlie (2010) indicated that mixing methods is based upon
methodological eclecticism, whereby the idea of either-or is rejected, and the integration of the
most appropriate research techniques is used to comprehensively understand the phenomenon
under investigation. Using Tashakkori and Teddlie’s (2010) definition, this study will take
advantage of the complementary strengths (Greene et al., 1989) of the explanatory sequential
design (quan®QUAL) that begins with the quantitative phase, but gives priority to the
qualitative phase that follows.
This explanatory sequential design will start with the quantitative phase first, followed by
the qualitative phase, and then interpreted separately as visually demonstrated in Figure 2. For
this design, integration between methods will occur in the intermediate stage, whereby the
quantitative data will identify quantitative results that need further explanation and the
refinement of research questions if necessary. The second connection point between methods
includes the qualitative data collection procedure that is grounded in the results from the
quantitative phase (Ivankova et al., 2006). Integration will occur in discussing and interpreting
the connected results of both phases. The quantitative and qualitative results will be summarized
and interpreted separately, but will be followed by integration that explains to what extent, or in
what ways the qualitative results help explain the quantitative results. This step in the
investigation integrates the findings from both phases to draw inferences.
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Figure 2. Graphic representation of the explanatory sequential design.
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Creswell and Plano Clark (2011) suggested that explanatory sequential designs
incorporate two separate worldviews for each phase of the study: post-positivist and
constructivist. Worldviews in mixed methods research describes the philosophical assumptions
that researchers apply to their inquiries, which not only composes their beliefs about knowledge,
but informs their study (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011). Therefore, this study will mirror
Creswell and Plano Clark’s (2011) suggestion and utilize a post-positivist worldview for phase 1
and then shift to a constructivist’s worldview for phase 2. The traditional worldview of postpositivism is framed in scientific investigation, and recognizes that absolute truth cannot be
positively understood when studying human behavior (Creswell, 2014). Epistemologically, this
worldview acknowledges the inability of the human researcher to step outside their own
humanness while conducting research (Guba, 1990).
Site and Sample
As Creswell and Plano Clark (2011) proposed, the qualitative phase of an explanatory
sequential design ought to purposefully select participants that would assist in explaining the
quantitative results, collect qualitative data with quantitatively informed protocols, and analyze
qualitative results using methods that lead to theme development and address the qualitative
research questions. The sampling strategy that was utilized for both phases of this study is
purposeful or criterion-based selection (Merriam, 2009; Creswell, 2014). As Merriam (2009)
and Creswell (2014) noted, this type of nonprobability sampling establishes a criterion for
purposeful sampling that directly considers and reflects the purpose and problem of the study.
This type of selection process includes the identification of individuals relevant to the study and
whether or not viable comparisons can be made between groups (Maxwell, 2005). Research has
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shown that the practice of mindfulness in schools is related to higher academic outcomes (Hoy et
al., 2006) and that a positive relationship exists between principal mindfulness and student
achievement (Kearney et al., 2013). Therefore, high-and low-performing rural secondary
schools were selected to investigate the practice of mindfulness in this context.
Quantitative Sampling Strategy
To address the first research question, three high-performing and three low-performing
rural secondary schools in the state of Tennessee were invited to participate in this investigation.
High-and low-performing schools were selected for this phase to better understand the
differences between the organizational construct of mindfulness in schools with different student
achievement. To identify high-and low-performing rural secondary schools, the 2006 urbancentric definition of rural outlined by NCES (2006) was used to identify public rural secondary
schools in Tennessee. Once rural secondary schools were identified, then the 2016-2017
Tennessee Value-Added Assessment (TVAAS) school evaluation composite indexes-a student
growth measure on state assessments-was used to identify high-achieving and low-achieving
rural secondary schools. TVAAS overall school composite scores assess the overall growth
scores in literacy, numeracy, science, and social studies and is used to evaluate schools on a 1-5
scale. These subject areas include: Algebra I, Algebra II, Biology I, English I, English II,
English III, Chemistry, Geometry, Integrated Math I, Integrated Math II, Integrated Math III,
TCAP Math/English Language Arts/Science, and U.S. History.
Level 5 schools are most effective schools that have shown significant evidence of
progress above the growth standard on tested subject areas and have an overall composite index
greater than 2. Level 1 schools are least effective schools that have made significantly less
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progress than the growth standard and have a school composite index of -2 or lower. School
composite index scores were converted to z scores in SPSS, and were used to match three pairs
of schools: three more effective (level 5) and three less effective (level 1) schools. These schools
were matched by school size and SES percentage to ensure that the participating schools were
balanced. Once three matched pairs were identified, I requested district approval to conduct the
study with these schools.
Once district approval was granted, I invited principals to allow their teachers to
participate in the quantitative phase, as well as invited them to participate in the qualitative
phase, once it was confirmed that they met the sampling criteria for the qualitative phase. I
invited these principals to participate in the study through email and by phone. Due to inclement
weather and school cancellations, it was difficult gaining responses from these principals, and I
was directed by their administrative assistants to continue calling until the principal was
available. After multiple attempts, I was finally able to communicate with each principal over
the phone and through email and gained permission from all six principals. However, after
agreeing to participate in the study, one principal decided to drop out before the survey was
distributed in her school. As a result, another rural school that met the sampling criteria and fit
the matched pair was selected as a replacement. I repeated the approval steps to invite this
replacement school to participate and once IRB approval was granted, I gained approval from the
school district, and then received approval from the principal to participate in the study. School
demographic information was collected online from the state report card, over the phone, and
through interviews as presented in Table 2 and Table 3. As shown in Table 2 and Table 3, the
following high schools met the inclusion criteria, were matched, and agreed to participate in the
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Table 2
School Demographic Information by Matched Pair
Pair 1
(Low)
(High)
Gee Creek
Ocoee
School Size
727
462

Pair 2

Pair 3

(Low)
MacKaye
793

(High)
Chestnut
710

(Low)
Appalachia
1353

(High)
Hiwassee
1527

Number of Teachers

45

28

52

40

76

88

Years of Principal Experience

3

13

9

25

15

9

Absence Rate

22.10%

21.60%

19.60%

19%

31.80%

14.90%

Students with Disabilities

10.60%

17.30%

13.20%

13.80%

n/a

12.20%

Low SES

18.40%

30%

31.80%

39.30%

32.80%

38.80%

Graduation Rate

93%

97.30%

93.60%

86.40%

93.50%

97.20%

TVAAS Composites

-7.48

7.95

-9.8

6.03

-9.01

9.98

Z-Scores

-1.21

+1.7

-1.65

+1.33

-1.5

+2.08
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Table 3
Participating Teacher Demographics by Matched Pair
Pair 1
(Low)
(High)
Gee Creek
Ocoee
Participating Teachers
12
8

Pair 2
(Low)
(High)
MacKaye
Chestnut
21
21

Pair 3
(Low)
(High)
Appalachia
Hiwassee
14
18

Gender
Male
Female

25%
75%

50%
50%

38%
62%

19%
81%

36%
64%

28%
72%

Race
White
Other

100%
0%

100%
0%

100%
0%

100%
0%

100%
0%

100%
0%

Years of Experience
Less than 3
3-9
10-20
Over 20

8%
25%
25%
42%

12%
0%
62%
26%

5%
9%
48%
38%

9%
29%
48%
14%

7%
36%
43%
14%

6%
22%
50%
22%

Education
Bachelor's Degree
Master's Degree
Educational Specialist Degree
Doctorate Degree

42%
58%
0%
0%

50%
50%
0%
0%

57%
38%
0%
5%

62%
29%
9%
0%

43%
57%
0%
0%

44%
33%
23%
0%

72

study: Gee Creek High School, Ocoee High School, MacKaye High School, Chestnut Mountain
High School, Appalachia High School, and Hiwassee Central High School.
Qualitative Sampling Strategy
During the qualitative phase, I also utilized purposeful or criterion-based sampling
(Merriam, 2009; Creswell, 2014) to identify principals in high-and low-performing rural
secondary schools. In addition to the sampling strategy used to identify high-and lowperforming rural secondary schools in the quantitative phase, the criteria I used to identify
principals for this phase was (1) teachers in the school participated in the quantitative phase and
had at least a 10% response rate, (2) the principal had at least three years of experience as a head
principal, and (3) the principal voluntarily agreed to participate in a semi-structure interview. I
invited all principals from these high-and low-performing schools to participate in the qualitative
phase and acquired informed consent from principals who agreed to participate in the qualitative
phase.
Instrumentation
Quantitative Instrumentation
The first phase of this study applied Hoy et al. (2004) 14-item Likert type M-Scale
instrument, to examine “The extent to which teachers and administrators in a school carefully
and regularly look for problems, prevent problems from becoming crises, are reluctant to
oversimplify events, focus on teaching and learning, are resilient to problems, and defer to
expertise” (School Mindfulness section, para. 1). This survey instrument measured teacher
perceptions of the practice of mindfulness in schools, and has consistently demonstrated .90 or
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higher reliability, construct validity in three factor analysis, and provides six responses from
strongly disagree (1) to strongly agree (6) (Hoy et al., 2004). Hoy et al. (2004) specified that
higher scores on the instrument indicate greater extents of organizational mindfulness practiced
in the school.
Responses from the M-Scale were scored along a six-point scale from Strongly Disagree
(1) to Strongly Agree (6). The average school item score (ASIS) was calculated for each item by
adding the scores for all individuals in each school and dividing by the number of individuals in
the school who completed the survey (Hoy et al., 2004). School scores were then calculated by
adding all the 14 ASIS and then dividing by the number of items on the scale (14) (Hoy et al.,
2004). Survey items 1,4,5,7,8,11, and 14 were reversed scored according to Hoy’s et al. (2004)
M-Scale scoring guidelines.
Qualitative Instrumentation
Protocol pilot. The interview protocol for this study was developed, submitted to four
content validity experts, and then was piloted with four secondary principals. This interview
protocol was developed and influenced by Hoy et al. (2004) M Scale, Weick and Sutcliffe’s
(2015) theoretical work on mindful organizational elements (see chapter 2 for further
explanation of these structures) in schools, as well as the purpose and research questions also
served as a guide. These mindful organizational elements include: focus on failure, reluctance to
simplify, sensitivity to teaching and learning, commitment to resilience, and deference to
expertise (Hoy et al. 2004). The initial protocol contained 17 items.
Prior to piloting, the interview protocol was first sent to four content validity experts,
who reviewed and provided feedback to the questions and structure of the protocol. These
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content validity experts included two experts on qualitative research and two educational
leadership experts. The feedback provided by the experts assisted me in improving the clarity,
wording, and effectiveness of the interview protocol. The feedback specifically assisted me in
revising leading questions, developing additional relevant questions, as well as removing
irrelevant or repeated ones. The structure and arrangement of the protocol was also improved as
a result of the feedback provided by these content validity experts. The revised interview
protocol consisted of 20 questions.
The revised interview protocol was piloted with four secondary principals in southeast
Tennessee who did not participate in either phase of study. Interviews took place in person and
via video web conferencing. Each interview lasted approximately 40-45 minutes. At the onset
of the interview, the research study and purpose of the pilot interview were explained to each
principal. A copy of the interview protocol and research questions were provided to each
principal, and a digital copy of the protocol and research questions were emailed to the
participant who requested a web conference. Permission was asked for and granted by each
principal to record the interview with a digital voice recorder and through Zoom, a video web
conferencing software program. Three of the interviews were conducted on site of the school
and one was completed on Zoom per request of the principal. The interviews were scheduled
during an available time and day convenient to each principal. One interview was disrupted by a
fire alarm, which caused a short delay, as the principal had to attend to administrative
responsibilities. The digital voice recorder was paused during this delay and was restarted once
the principal had attended to all administrative responsibilities and indicated that he was ready to
return to the interview.
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Depending upon the flow of each interview, questions were asked in order and follow up
questions were posed for further clarification. In each pilot interview, I took notes on the
location of the interview, the responses given by each participant, as well as additional
observations of the participant and school. Upon completing each pilot interview, principals
were asked to reflect on the clarity of the questions, length and pace of the interview, their
overall experience participating, and if they thought the interview questions addressed the
research questions of the study. All four principals indicated that they understood the questions
being asked in the interview, that the pace and length of the interview was appropriate, and that
they felt the questions posed in the interview addressed the research questions of the study.
Following each pilot interview, I reflected on each interview question and the data
provided by each participant to examine whether responses specifically addressed the questions
posed. I decided that a plan was needed to support principals who may not be familiar with the
practice of mindfulness. Each of the four principals had difficulty answering interview question
three: In your opinion, how would you describe the practice of mindfulness when thinking about
your professional practice? The pilot interviews clearly indicated that principals had varying
levels of understanding regarding practices of mindfulness and had a difficult time describing the
practice. Although the principal responses provided data regarding their understanding of the
practice of mindfulness, a plan was needed to assist principals who were unfamiliar with the
practice of mindfulness. Therefore, as part of the interview protocol, I planned a definition of
mindfulness for principals who might be unfamiliar with the practice to provide them with
context to proceed with the interview. Upon completing the pilot interviews, the interview
protocol was finalized as shown in as shown in Appendix C. In addition, a semi-structured
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interview format was selected for this study, as that provided more flexibility in questioning,
wording, and allowed me to respond to emergent themes and ideas (Merriam, 2009).
Data Collection
Quantitative Data Collection Procedure
The quantitative phase of this investigation utilized Hoy’s et al. (2004) M-Scale to
address research question one: What are teacher perceptions of school mindfulness in rural
secondary schools? Following university approval, I requested permission to conduct the study
with the appropriate district-level administrators of the sample schools through email, phone, or
face-to-face meetings and provided an information sheet outlining the scope and purpose of the
study. Once district-level permission was acquired, I sought permission from principals in highand low-performing rural secondary schools to allow teachers to be invited by email to
participate in the quantitative phase.
With principal permission, digital invitations for study participation were emailed to the
administrative assistant of the schools who then forwarded to all full-time teachers. This email
outlined the purpose of the study and invited teachers to participate. A link was included in the
email that directed willing teachers to the online survey hosted by QuestionPro Inc., an online
survey research tool. Once directed to QuestionPro, teachers were directed to an informed
consent page. Teachers indicated informed consent by entering a survey code which took them
to the M-scale survey. This ensured participant anonymity, whereby I was able to identify the
school from which the survey was completed, but not the participant who completed the survey.
Once participants entered the survey code, they were directed to a teacher demographic survey
and then to Hoy’s et al. (2004) school mindfulness survey. The teacher demographics survey
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included questions on gender, race, age, years of teaching experience, years of full-time teaching
experience, subject area taught, and level of education. The quantitative data collected from the
online survey was collected in QuestionPro and exported into IBM SPSS 25 for quantitative
analysis.
Qualitative Data Collection Procedure
Building upon the quantitative phase, this phase integrated a qualitative component under
the constructivist worldview, that applied an inquiry-based approach to uncover meaning,
interpretations, experiences, and social realities of the individuals involved with the phenomenon
(Creswell, 2005; Denzin & Lincoln, 2005; Johnson & Onwuegbuzie, 2004; Merriam, 2009).
This phase of the investigation was designed to complement the quantitative phase, and provided
a more in-depth examination of the lived experiences and interpretations of the principals and
teachers connected in some way to the phenomenon.
In this phase of the investigation I was the primary instrument in the data collection and
analysis process. As Merriam (2009) stated, the human instrument is the best-fitted tool to
capture verbal, nonverbal, data processing, response, adaptation, and to examine unanticipated
results. This phase of the investigation emphasized how reality is socially constructed, the
relationships between the phenomena and myself, and the constraints that influence the inquiry
(Denzin & Lincoln, 2005) through semi structured interviews to understand principal perceptions
of mindful practices.
As described in this chapter, schools and principals were chosen to participate in the
qualitative phase based upon the sampling criteria: at least 10% response rates, at least three
years of leadership experience, and voluntarily agreement to participate. Upon confirming each
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principal met the sampling criteria, I notified each principal and invited them to volunteer to
participate in the second phase of this study. In this email, I explained the qualitative portion of
the study and the purpose of the interviews. I sent out follow up emails and made phone contact
to the principals who did not respond to the first invitation.
Once principals provided consent to participate in the study, participants were provided
with an introductory statement and signed an informed consent. I coordinated with each
principal to schedule the interview at their school or via telephone. I utilized TapeACall, a
telephone recording software program to record the interviews of principals who could not
logistically be met on the school site. The initial interview took approximately 30-90 minutes,
was conducted in person or by telephone, and permission to record with a digital voice recorder
and TapeACall was asked of each respondent. No follow up interviews were conducted as
saturation was achieved whereby no new information was discovered (Charmaz, 2006). Once
saturation was reached, the qualitative data collection process ended, and I began analyzing the
qualitative data. Observations were not necessary in this study, as this study specifically dealt
with the dimensions and elements of mindfulness where teachers gave their perceptions on items
from the survey instrument. Data from the survey instrument validated or invalidated the
qualitative data collected from the principal interviews. Table 4 provides a summary of how
each quantitative and qualitative data collection tool directly addressed each research question.
Data Analysis Procedures
Quantitative Data Analysis
The quantitative component of this investigation reported both descriptive and inferential
statistics to address the first research question under investigation. Descriptive statistics from the
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Table 4
Quantitative and Qualitative Data Collection Instruments
School
Research Questions
Mindfulness Scale
1. What are teacher
perceptions of school
mindfulness in rural
secondary schools?

Interview Questions

Items 1-14

2. How do rural
principals understand
the practice of
mindfulness?

1,8,9,10,11,12

3. How do leadership
practices explain the
extent of mindfulness
practiced in rural
secondary schools?

Focus on failure:3a, 3b, 3c
Reluctance to simplify: 4a, 4b, 4c
Sensitivity to teaching and learning: 5a, 5b, 5c
Commitment to resilience: 6a, 6b
Deference to expertise: 7a, 7b
Other leadership practices: 13

survey instrument were used to analyze measures of central tendency. This assisted in
understanding how teachers perceived the practice of mindfulness in teachers and principals,
along with understanding different configurations of perceived mindful elements at work.
Moreover, item means by construct were used to compare schools by demographics and
achievement scores. IBM SPSS 25 software was the platform to conduct the statistical analysis
for the quantitative phase.
Upon analyzing the descriptive data, this study utilized the inferential statistical
procedure of independent t-tests to examine the mean differences (school mindfulness scores)
between the high-and low-performing secondary schools. This statistical test was the appropriate
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test for this study as it assisted in understanding the differences between groups, where each
group produced a continuous outcome variable (Knapp, 2018). Group outcome variables were
between high-and low-performing rural secondary schools. The statistical assumptions of
normality, n quota, and homogeneity of variance were checked and satisfied to determine the
robustness of the statistical results.
Furthermore, this phase assisted me in identifying which results needed further
explanation, whether qualitative interview questions needed to be refined, and to inform the
qualitative data collection protocol (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011). Upon analyzing both the
descriptive and inferential data, the qualitative phase commenced to gain a more detailed
understanding of how principals in high-and low-performing rural secondary schools understand
the practice of mindfulness and how their leadership practices may explain the extent of
mindfulness practiced in their schools.
Qualitative Data Analysis
Anfara, Brown, and Mangione (2002) described the purpose of data analysis as bringing
structure and order to data. Therefore, to manage the large amount and emergent nature of data
collected from the qualitative phase, codes were assigned to chunks of data for analysis.
Merriam (2009) defined open coding as a process of making notations along the margins of bits
of data, whereby assigned codes emerge from the interviews. Upon open coding principal
interviews on the practice of mindfulness, commonalities were identified between codes in a
detailed code map and codes were collapsed into categories and themes.
Detailed code maps were developed to document the actions taken to establish internal
validity, theme development, and how relationships were identified between the qualitative data
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and research questions (Anfara, Brown, & Mangione, 2002). As displayed in Table 5 and Table
6, the steps of analysis were visually represented in the code map to transparently demonstrate
viable interpretations of the qualitative data and to create an audit trail to strengthen the
reliability and trustworthiness of the findings (Anfara et al., 2002). This form of data collection
and analysis was continued until saturation was achieved, whereby no information, insight, or
theoretical categories were further discovered (Charmaz, 2006). In addition, the qualitative data
analysis software NVivo for Mac was utilized to organize and analyze the qualitative data
collected in the study.
Drawing Meta-Inferences
Tashakkori and Teddlie (2008) suggested that the term inference denotes the final and
most important stage of a mixed methods study, and described it as a process of interpreting
results and how the outcome of that interpretation informs solutions to the research questions.
For Creswell and Plano Clark (2011), meta-inferences refer to interpreting findings and
conclusions drawn at the end of a mixed methods study, and consists of analyzing the
connectedness of the data. Meta-inferences are the overarching conclusions and explanations,
that are developed through the integration of inferences acquired from both the quantitative and
qualitative strands (Tashakkori & Teddlie, 2008).
In explanatory sequential designs, meta-inferences refer to how well the qualitative data
provided a better understanding of the problem beyond what was initially discovered in
quantitative results (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011). As Creswell and Plano Clark (2011)
proposed, the final step in an explanatory design (quan®QUAL) is to summarize and interpret
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Table 5
A Qualitative Code Map for Low-Performing Schools
Categorical Themes
Care
Situational Awareness of the Organization
Coercive Formalization & Hindering Centralization
Administrative Expertise
Collective Distrust
Social-Emotional Awareness & Competencies
Principal
Perceptions of
Mindfulness

Principles of Anticipation
Focus on Failure
Reluctance to Simplify
Sensitivity to Teaching and Learning

Principles of Containment
Commitment to Resilience
Deference to Expertise

Other
Leadership
Practices

Interview Codes
Description of
mindfulness:
Situational Awareness of
Goals & Shortcomings
4. Situational awareness
4. Administrative cues
4. Awareness of needs
4. School climate
5. Awareness of goals
5. Situational awareness
5. Staff shortcomings
5. Direction
5. Bringing awareness
Changing Through a
Growth Mindset
4. Growth mindset
6. Listening
6. Openness to change
6. Willingness to change

Failure:
Low Student Achievement
4. Attendance
4. Academic achievement
4. Socialization
5. Academic grades
5. Attitudes
5. Course credits
5. Lack of effort
6. Math achievement
6. ACT
Low Teacher Evaluations
4. Low teacher evaluations
4. TEAM rubric
4. Teacher time
management
4. Professionalism
4. Social interactions
4. Depends on context
5. Evaluations for teachers
5. Instructional
misalignment

Determining right or
wrong:
Utilizing Input From
Teachers & Instructional
Coach
4. Staff surveys
4. Addressing feedback
4. Inexperienced
6. Questioning
6. Teacher communication
6. Last to know
6. Instructional coach
Benchmarking Progress
5. Benchmarking
5. Monitoring progress
5. Tracking teacher
effectiveness
Managing differences:
Formal Communication
Structures
4. Conversation

Accessibility:
Approachability
4. Open door
4. Proximity
5. Inaccessible
6. Open door
6. Hallways
6. Classrooms
6. Planning periods
Evaluations &
Observations
4. Evaluations
4. Classroom
observations
4. Instructional
coaching
4. Unforeseen inhibitors
5. Classroom visits
Accessible to Parents &
Community

83

Managing disruptions:
Evaluating Instructional
Inadequacies
4. Analyzing causality
4. Instructional coaching
4. Lessons
4. Evaluation of lesson
4. Time management
4. Teacher first student
second
Enforceable Discipline &
Testing Structures
4. Behavioral plans
4. Removal of student
4. Mediation between teacher
and student
5. Approachable demeanor
5. Enforceable discipline
structure
5. Mutual respect
5. Fair-minded discipline
6. Medical lockdowns

Bridging
information:
Deferring to
Administration
4. Academic coach
4. Team leaders
4. Principal role
5. Principal as
instructional leader
6. Instructional
coach
TEAM Evaluations
& Achievement
Scores
4. TEAM rubric
5. TVAAS
5. Needs-based
Effective Teachers
4. Common
planning
4. Teacher support

Building
Relationships
5. Relationships
6. Relationship
building
Cultivating a
Culture of Success
4. Celebrating
success
4. Culture of success
4. Validating
performance
4. Seeking input
5. Community
responsibility
5. Deploying tools
6. Open to change
5. Understanding
needs
Navigating Teacher
Shortages

Table 5. Continued
A Qualitative Code Map for Low-Performing Schools
Principal
Principles of Anticipation
Perceptions of
Focus on Failure
Mindfulness
Reluctance to Simplify
Sensitivity to Teaching and Learning

Principles of Containment
Commitment to Resilience
Deference to Expertise

Other
Leadership
Practices

Interview Codes
Knowing People
6. Being familiar with
teachers
6. Knowing people
6. Looking out for
students
Practicing
mindfulness:
Awareness of Teacher
Inadequacies & Needs
4. Experience
4. Teacher competency
4. Situational awareness
4. Awareness of teacher
needs
4. Juggling personalities
4. Teacher feelings
4. Providing validation
5. Identifying
shortcomings
5. Utilizing data
5. Establishing goals
5. Building awareness
6. Informal practice
6. History of
mindfulness
6. Learning
Teachers practicing
mindfulness:
Mindless Teachers
4. Blinders

5. Mindful of failure
5. Standardized test scores
5. Unmet expectations
Monitoring failure
Tracking Achievement Data
& Benchmarking
4. Achievement data
5. Benchmarking
5. Grading
5. Guidance counselors
5. TVAAS projections
6. State assessments
6. ACT
6. Achievement data
Evaluating Teachers
4. Classroom evaluations
4. Delinquencies
4. TEAM
4. Professional cues
4. Teacher-student
interactions
4. Observing the
environment
5. Instructional alignment
5. Parent communication
Supporting teachers:
Evaluation Process &
Classroom Observations
4. Focus on concerns &
improvement
5. Evaluation process

4. Group discussions
4. Leadership team
4. Questioning
4. Build consensus
Blameless Self-Protection
5. Allowing for
disagreements
5. Blameless actions
5. Care for staff
5. Involving supervisors
5. Isolating influence
5. Policy resolution
5. Relatable
5. Remove teacher
5. Following leadership
Allowing All Voices to Be
Heard
5. Listening to both sides
6. Voicing opinions
6. Agree to disagree
6. Maintain professionalism
Expressing Views
Formal Communication
Structures
4. Complaint managers
4. End of year audits
4. Leadership team
4. Staff surveys
4. Operating principles
4. Protecting anonymity
4. Transparency

5. Community
involvement
5. Distrust in teachers
5. Distrust in principals
5. Parent access
6. Rural community
Expertise:
Principal as
Instructional Expert &
Instructional Leader
4. Instructional leader
4. Invaluable
4. Instructional coach
4. Pedagogical
knowledge
4. Application to any
context
4. Primary role
4. Continual coaching
5. Collaborating with
teachers
5. Instructional leader
5. TEAM rubric
5. Knowing good
teaching
5. Effective instruction
5. Engaging in training
6. Instructional leader
6. Collaboration
6. Reading
6. Need to be the expert
6. Observations
6. Student engagement
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6. Removing behavior
6. Being flexible
6. Relying on teachers
6. Testing
Helping teachers learn:
Distrust & Lack of
Confidence in Teachers
4. Lack of confidence in
teachers
4. Monitoring performance
4. Solutions oriented
4. Questioning
4. Instructional coaching
5. Documenting instances
5. Frustrations with
Incompetence
5. Managing tone
Reflective Conversations
6. Conversations
6. Questioning
6. Facilitating reflection

5. Teacher
Achievement
5. Teacher
Experience
5. Mentor teachers
6. Veteran teachers
6. Peer
observations
Addressing
problems:
High Centralization
4. Deferring up for
ideas
4. Positional power
4. Leadership team
4. Instructional
leadership
4. Solutions
oriented
5. Blameless
actions
5. Deferring up to
supervisors
5. Evaluating
problems
5. Planning
5. Maintaining
credibility
6. Deferring
horizontally
6. Deferring up to
supervisor
6. Seeks advice

6. Recruitment
6. Retaining
teachers
6. Teacher buy-in

Table 5. Continued
A Qualitative Code Map for Low-Performing Schools
Principal
Principles of Anticipation
Perceptions of
Focus on Failure
Mindfulness
Reluctance to Simplify
Sensitivity to Teaching and Learning
Interview Codes
4. Departmental
mindlessness
4. Don’t practice
4. Group think
4. Shortsighted
4. Content focused
4. Not mindful of
students
4. Resistant to change
4. No diversity in
thinking
5. Increasing level
5. Slowly coming along
5. Growing process
6. Older teacher practice
less
6. Majority of teachers
Educational time:
Mindfulness to Inform
Decision-Making &
Assess Needs
4. Important
5. Important
5. Intelligent decisionmaking
5. Assessing needs
6. Important
Supporting mission
and vision:
Awareness of People &
Needs
4. Awareness of students
4. Awareness of people

5. Timely feedback
5. Observing EOC classes
6. Classroom evaluations
6. Walkthrough’s
Principal as Instructional
Leader
4. Direct conversation
4. Prompting guiding
questions
4. Use of positional power
4. Recall analysis
4. Directive leadership
4. Instructional leadership
5. Instructional alignment
5. No excuses
5. Reinforcing questioning
5. Scaffolding students
5. Standards over student
background
5. Effective practice
5. Improvement focus
5. Focus on standards
6. Instructional leadership
6. Reliance on instructional
coach
6. Collaboration with
leaders

Demeanor & Expertise
5. Approachable
5. Relatable
5. Following
5. Instructional Leadership.
Blameless Self-Protection
5. Maintain the advantage
5. Respect and cooperation
5. Isolate influence
Listening to Teachers
6. Listening
6. Open
6. Trust
6. Leadership experience

Supporting PD:
Administratively Led
Professional
Development
4. Lunch and learns
4. Academic coach
5. Administration led
5. Needs assessment
5. TEAM model
5. Maximizing
performance
5. Focus on questioning
5. State resources
6. Priority on PD
Prioritizing
Achievement,
Instructional, &
Professional Needs
4. Encouraging selfimprovement
4. Professional goals
4. Improvement goals
4. Evaluations
4. Classroom
observations &
feedback
6. ACT focus
6. Instructional coach
6. Math focus
6. Customized to school
6. Recruitment issues
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Principles of Containment
Commitment to Resilience
Deference to Expertise
6. Prompts
questions
6. Strong teachers
5. Career
Technology
Education

Other
Leadership
Practices

Table 5. Continued
A Qualitative Code Map for Low-Performing Schools
Principal
Principles of Anticipation
Perceptions of
Focus on Failure
Mindfulness
Reluctance to Simplify
Sensitivity to Teaching and Learning
Interview Codes
4. Soft skills
4. Important
5. Citizenship
5. Organizational
awareness
6. Breaking the cycle
6. Purpose
5. Mindfulness is
essential
5. Identifying needs
Rural context:
Stakeholder Perceptions
4. Community
perceptions
4. Teacher perceptions
6. Community
collaboration
Teacher Shortages &
Capacity
4. Teacher capacity
4. Teacher experience
4. Pursuit of excellence
5. Teacher shortages
5. No excuses
5. Teacher capacity
5. Capacity building
6. Needs of students
6. Teacher shortages
5. Fostering
relationships
Motivations for
mindfulness:
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Principles of Containment
Commitment to Resilience
Deference to Expertise

Other
Leadership
Practices

Table 5. Continued
A Qualitative Code Map for Low-Performing Schools
Principal
Principles of Anticipation
Perceptions of
Focus on Failure
Mindfulness
Reluctance to Simplify
Sensitivity to Teaching and Learning
Interview Codes
Fear of Failure &
Responsibility
4. Failure
4. Leadership
responsibility
4. Past experience
5. Improvement
5. Community
responsibility
6. Openness to change
6. Students
6. Willingness to change
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Principles of Containment
Commitment to Resilience
Deference to Expertise

Other
Leadership
Practices

Table 6
A Qualitative Code Map for High-Performing Schools

Principal
Perceptions of
Mindfulness

Categorical Themes
Care
Situational Awareness of the Organization
Enabling Formalization and Enabling Centralization
Administrative Expertise
Collective Trust
Social-Emotional Awareness & Competencies
Principles of Anticipation
Principles of Containment
Focus on Failure
Reluctance to Simplify
Sensitivity to Teaching and Learning

Commitment to Resilience
Deference to Expertise

Other
Leadership
Practices

Interview Codes
Description of mindfulness:
Knowing Students
1. Noticing students
1. Seeing from student POV
1. Putting yourself in another’s
shoes
2. Doing what is best for kids
3. Student background
3. Knowing students
3. Building bonds
Knowing Teachers
1. Noticing teachers
1. Seeing from teacher POV
2. Knowing teachers personally
2. Knowing what teachers are
teaching
Knowing the School’s Purpose
2. Knowing what and how
3. Purpose
3. All should be doing
3. Knowing why and what
3. Peace of mind

Failure:
Lack of Achievement, Effort, and
Preparation
1. Lack of effort
1. Low academic
2. Quitting
2. Graduation rates
2. Academic achievement
3. Lack of effort
3. Lack of preparation
3. Academic grades
3. Teacher evaluations
Care for Students
1. Student backgrounds
1. Care
1. Habit of success
1. Trust
1. Failure not an option
2. Breaking the cycle
2. Care for students
2. Confidence in teachers
3. Failure not an option

Determining right or
wrong:
Tracking
Achievement,
Behavior, and the
Environment
1. Graduation rates
1. Recruitment
1. Retention
1. State assessments
1. Suicides
1. Fighting
1. Hiring options
1. Numbers game
1. Instructional time
2. Tracking fights
2. School
environment
School Observations
1. Protecting
instructional time
2. Walking the
hallways
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Accessibility:
Staying Close to
Instruction
2. Walkthroughs
2. Walking the halls
2. Anti-spying
2. Providing
guidance
2. Identifying
instructional
inadequacies
2. Supporting
personal problems
Enabling Teachers
Through Supportive
& Protective
Practices
1. Open door policy
1. Supporting
through resources
1. Alleviating
pressure
1. Encourages
requests

Managing
disruptions:
Preemptively
Establishing Clear
Discipline Structures
2. Culture of safety
2. ISS structure
2. Teacher supervision
3. Removing behavior
3. Prompt response
3. ISS & detentions
3. Putting the fire out
3. Moving on
3. Evaluation of
problems
3. Listening
Maximizing
Instructional Time
1. Inclement weather
1. Maximizing
instructional time
1. Keep students in
class
1. Don’t waste time

Bridging
information:
Enabling Teacher
Expertise to
Bridge Information
1. Facilitating
networks
1. Teacher led
1. Enabling
collaboration
2. Faculty
meetings
2. Professional
respect
2. Confidence in
teachers
2. Teacher
expertise
3. Not instructional
leader
3. Understanding
principal
limitations
3. Teacher led

Building Stakeholder
Trust
1. Building teacher trust
1. Building community
trust
1. Building student trust
2. Trust
3. Transparency
3. Consistency
3. Community trust
3. Teacher trust
3. Student trust
Cultivating a Supportive
& Protective School
Culture
2. Student centered
2. Alleviating pressure
2. Proximity
2. Supporting students
2. Supporting teachers
2. Teachers supporting
others
2. Intuition
2. Perseverance

Table 6. Continued
A Qualitative Code Map for High-Performing Schools
Principal
Principles of Anticipation
Focus on Failure
Perceptions of
Reluctance to Simplify
Mindfulness

Principles of Containment
Commitment to Resilience
Deference to Expertise

Sensitivity to Teaching and Learning

Other
Leadership
Practices

Interview Codes
Awareness of Context
2. Being in charge
2. Knowing extracurricular
2. Awareness of classrooms
2. Being on top of things
3 Horse sense
3. Mindful of environment
Practicing mindfulness:
Paying Attention to Student
Perceptions
1. Noticing students
1. Student perceptions
Building Trusting
Relationships
2. Building relationships
2. Knowing students
2. Loving kids
3. Knowing teachers
3. Building trust
3. Caring for people
Teachers practicing
mindfulness:
Believing That Teachers are
Mindful Professionals
1. Having children
1. Teachers practice
1. Supportive work
environment
2. Knowing students
2. Making kids successful
2. Mindful teachers
2. Caring for students

Monitoring failure:
Preventative Fail-Safe Structures &
Early Identification
1. Attendance
1. Academic achievement
1. Transfer students
1. Teachers monitoring
1. Culture or monitoring
1. Early Identification
2. Freshmen facilitator
2. Connect crews
2. Preventative structures
2. Teacher supervision
3. Social interactions
3. Focus on failure
3. Graduation coach
3. Preventing teachers from failing
3. Administrative support
3. Evaluating options
Supporting teachers:
Cultivating Trusting Relationships
1. Guiding students
1. Knowing students
1. Confidence in teachers
1. Teachers as instructional leaders
1. Trust in teachers
1. High teaching expectations
1. Teachers as professionals
1. Professional respect
2. Personal touch
2. Knowing teachers
2. Supporting beginning teachers
2. High quality teachers
2. Confidence in teachers

2. Students solving
problems

1. Removing
distractions
2. Small class sizes
2. Open door
2. Planning periods
2. Protective
practices
2. Trust in teachers
3. Open door policy
3. Invites ideation
3. Open door policy
3. Cultivating ideas

Listening to
Stakeholder
Perceptions
1. Parental
perceptions
1. Community
perceptions
3. Student voice
3. Teacher voice
3. Parental voice
3. Listening
Managing
differences:
Cultivating
Relationships
2. Fostering
relationships
2. Care for students
and teachers
Enabling Teachers to
Problem-Solve
1. Limited differences
1. Defers to staff first
2. Limited conflicts
2. Teacher support
Mediating Open &
Honest
Communication
1. Direct conversation
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Expertise:
Principal as
Instructional
Facilitator & Not
the Expert
1. Collaborates with
others
1. Subject area
expertise
1. Understanding of
own limitations
2. Coaching
experience
2. Knowing
standards
2. Knowing teaching
strategies
2. Student
involvement
3. Open mind
3. Paying attention
to instruction

1. Constructive
2. Eliminating
distractions
3. Establishing clear
purpose
Helping teachers
learn:
Cultivating Trusting
Relationships
2. Emotional
intelligence
2. Fostering
relationships
2. Relationships
2. Confidence in
teachers
2. Trust
3. Family
environment
3. Demonstrating care
Facilitating Direct &
Open Conversations
1. Open conversation
2. Communicating
freely
2. Accepting mistakes
2. Honesty
3. Confrontation
3. Questioning
3. Direct conversation
Alleviating Pressure
with Support

Removing Barriers
and Increasing
Access to
Information
2. Alleviating
pressure
2. Protecting
teachers
2. Personal support
3. Searching out
information
3. Collaboration
3. Honesty
Addressing
problems:
Low Centralization
1. Deferring up
1. Deferring down
1. Evaluating
problems
1. Managing inhouse
1. Deferring
instructional
expertise
1. Concern for
students
1. Protecting
students
1. Major teacher
conflicts
2. Evaluation of
problems

3. Facilitator
3. Confrontation
Cultivating a Happy
School Climate
1. Awareness of people
1. Alleviating pressure
1. Happy workplace
1. Protective practices
2. Happy school
2. Happy students
2. Happy workplace
2. Care
2. Hiring like-minded
2. Hiring practices
2. Student backgrounds
Relationships
3. Personal expectations
Social-Emotional
Competencies
1. Noticing students
1. Seeing from student
POV
1. Putting yourself in
another’s shoes
1. Noticing teachers
1. Seeing from teacher
POV
2. Doing what is best for
kids
2. Knowing teachers
personally
2. Knowing what
teachers are teaching

Table 6. Continued
A Qualitative Code Map for High-Performing Schools
Principal
Principles of Anticipation
Focus on Failure
Perceptions of
Reluctance to Simplify
Mindfulness

Principles of Containment
Commitment to Resilience
Deference to Expertise

Sensitivity to Teaching and Learning

Other
Leadership
Practices

Interview Codes
2. Student interests
2. Faculty practicing
mindfulness
3. 80% mindful teachers
3. Hesitant to mindfulness

Enabling Two-Way Communication
1. Collaboration
1. Direct conversations
1. Encouraging ideation
1. Extracurricular

Educational time:
Valuing Mindfulness in
Education
1. Important
1. Caring for students
1. Caring for employees
2. Important to education
2. Mindfulness for kids
2. Caring for students
2. Helping every child
2. School purpose
2. Mindfulness for kids
3. Care
3. Important

1. Removing distractions &
responsibilities
1. Reinforcing teacher effort
1. Enabling ideas
1. Openness to change
1. Individual or small group
communication
3. Honest communication
3. Evaluating ability
3. Evaluating needs
3. Thinking ahead

Supporting mission and
vision:
Mindfulness Leads to Success
1. Mindful of teachers personal
lives
1. Safe culture
1. Supportive culture
2. Knowing students
2. Mindfulness to perseverance
2. Mindfulness leading to
success
3. Supports purpose
Rural context:

1. Mediation when
necessary
1. Understanding
teachers
1. Time away
2. Personal mediation
2. Coaching
experience
3. Establishing ground
rules
3. Mediation
3. Open & honest
communication
3. Professionalism
3. Upbringing
3. Confrontational
Expressing views:
Building a Climate of
Open Communication
1. Encourages
expressing views
2. Freedom to express
2. Professional respect
2. Admitting mistakes
2. Honesty
2. Humility
2. Listening
2. Encourages
professionalism
2. Open to parental
views
3. Open climate
3. Transparency
3. Consistency
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3. Equal playing
field
3. Educational
facilitator
Enabling Teachers
to be the
Instructional
Leaders
1. Don’t have to be
an expert
1. Teachers
instructional leaders
2. Teachers as
instructional leaders
2. Confidence in
teachers
2. Defers to teachers
3. Not an expert
3. Unimportant
3. Teachers as
instructional leaders
Supporting PD
Contextualizing InHouse Professional
Development
1. In house PD
1. In-house PD
2. In house PD
2. CTE training
Facilitating
Professional
Development

1. Providing excuses
1. Removing pressure
1. Supporting teachers
1. Limited repeated
low performance
2. Helping teachers
Focus on Instruction
1. Focus on
instruction
1. Collaboration for
solutions
1. Teacher
collaboration
2. Learning
2. Proximity
2. Navigating rural
hiring
2. Dismissing bad
teachers
3. Common mistakes
3. Critical mistakes

2. Centralized
decision making
2. Deferring up
2. Deferring down
instruction
2. Deferring down
school level
3. Depends on
problem
3. No deference
for protection
3. Deferring down
for instruction
3. Deferring down
for school level
decisions

3. Student background
3. Knowing students
3. Building bonds

Table 6. Continued
A Qualitative Code Map for High-Performing Schools
Principal
Principles of Anticipation
Focus on Failure
Perceptions of
Reluctance to Simplify
Mindfulness

Principles of Containment
Commitment to Resilience
Deference to Expertise

Sensitivity to Teaching and Learning

Interview Codes
Building Stakeholder Trust
1. Building trust
1. Community perceptions
2. Trust
3. Transparency
3. Consistency
Motivations for mindfulness:
Care for Students and
Teachers
1. Care for faculty
1. Care for students
2. Care for students
2. Care for faculty
2. Care for staff
2. Care for students
2. Care for community
3. Care for kids

3. Trust
3. Safe
3. Understanding
Promoting Critical
Thinking
1. Challenges thinking
2. Freedom to
challenge
3. Open to challenges
3. Questioning
3. Confrontational
Empowering the Best
Ideas
1. Better ideas win
1. Protecting from
embarrassment
2. Responsive
3. Ideas that work
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1. Protecting
beginning teachers
1. Providing
coaching resources
1. Reducing
turnover
2. Assigned duty
days
3. Challenges
thinking
Enabling Teachers
to Self-Organize
Professional
Development
1. Teacher
collaboration
1. Teacher led PD
1. Building
confidence
1. Providing
opportunities
1. Past teaching
experience
1. Teacher led
collaboration
2. Teacher
collaboration
3. Teacher led
3. Department heads

Other
Leadership
Practices

both the quantitative and qualitative results separately, but then discuss to what extent the
qualitative results explained the quantitative findings (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011).
Therefore, the final stage of this study linked inferences from the semi-structured interviews to
explain the connectedness of the data, to what extent or in what ways the qualitative data
explained the quantitative results, and how the collective data addressed the research questions
guiding this study.
Inference Quality
Tashakkori and Teddlie (2008) employed the term inference quality to refer to validity
claims, quality of conclusions, and transferability, that is, the extent to which conclusions can be
generalized to other contexts, people, and time eras. In explanatory sequential mixed methods
designs threats to inference quality may include: selecting inappropriate samples and sizes,
unreliable survey instruments, selecting weak quantitative results to investigate, selecting
disconnected qualitative results to explain the quantitative findings, comparing two data sets
instead of building upon them, interpreting data out of sequence, and not relating the phases to
each other (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011).
Therefore, the following procedures were employed to improve the inference quality in
this study: gather a large sample size in the quantitative phase and a small sample size in the
qualitative phase, institute a reliable and valid survey instrument, and select individuals from
schools that participated in the quantitative phase for the qualitative phase (Creswell & Plano
Clark, 2011). Additionally, the researcher specified how the qualitative data were utilized in the
study, how decisions for follow-up were evaluated, and which quantitative results need further
explanation (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011). The quantitative and qualitative data were
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interpreted to answer the research questions posed in this study and methodological
interpretations were ordered in sequence (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011). This improved design
consistency, fidelity, analytical adequacy of each phase, and interpretive rigor (Tashakkori &
Teddlie, 2008).
Methods Verification
Establishing Trustworthiness
Establishing reliability and validity requires research to be conducted in an ethical
manner, rigorous, attention to detail, and careful handling (Merriam, 2009). Research must
persuade the reader that the appropriate procedures have been followed and enough description
provided to show that the author’s analysis, interpretations, and conclusions makes sense
(Firestone, 1987). This phase of the study utilized triangulation as suggested by Denzin (1978)
and Merriam (2009) to take steps to ensure credibility by integration of multiple sources,
methods, and theory to validate findings in the study. The integration of quantitative and
qualitative methods were used to triangulate both teacher and principal perceptions of
mindfulness practices in rural secondary schools. In addition, the study included an audit trail
and a code map, to visually show how categories were constructed from open coding (Anfara et
al., 2002), researcher reflexivity, and descriptions of the decision-making process throughout the
study (Merriam, 2009).
Ethical Considerations
I utilized Patton’s (2002) Ethical Issues Checklist as a guideline for conducting this phase
of the investigation that includes: “explaining the purpose, promises and reciprocity, risk
assessment, confidentiality, informed consent, data and access ownership, interviewer mental
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health, advice, data collection boundaries, and ethical versus legal conduct” (pp. 408-409). In
addition to Patton’s (2002) checklist, I complied with the requirements outlined by IRB, gained
informed consent, informed participants of potential risks, and took precautions to insure
confidentiality through pseudonyms, randomly changing the gender of the participants, and
monitoring of data from secure devices. In addition, I disclosed my role (i.e., reflexivity) in the
study, and biases that might influence the interpretations of the data (Creswell, 2014).
Role of the Researcher
Merriam (2009) suggested that researchers clarify their personal biases, background, and
experiences to allow both the reader and researcher to understand how the researcher arrived at
interpretations and findings. Therefore, I will outline my philosophical and professional
background to identify possible biases that may impact the interpretations of the study.
Philosophically, I position myself in pragmatism, or paradigm relativism as outlined by
Tashakkori and Teddlie (2008). Although I am inexperienced in all research paradigms, I
philosophically align with the concept of methodological compatibility, whereby quantitative
and qualitative methods are compatible, that investigators can integrate both approaches in
research to better understand the phenomena (Brewer & Hunter, 1989), and that there are
sufficient similarities between the values of both methods to warrant a partnership (Reichardt &
Rallis, 1994). I associate with the “what works” perspective to prioritize research questions and
the integration of multiple methods of data collection to more comprehensively address research
problems (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011). I believe that this philosophical position will help me
integrate both methodologies to pragmatically address the research questions, problem, and
methodological gaps in literature on the practice of mindfulness in rural secondary schools.
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In regard to my professional background, throughout this study I worked as a history
teacher in a rural secondary school in Tennessee. My experience working as a teacher in this
context made me aware of some of the organizational structures, culture, teaching practices, and
leadership practices of principals in this context. This has enabled me to better understand the
context from which this study is grounded. However, my experiences may limit how I interpret
the practice of mindfulness in this context. Therefore, to account for potential biases I took steps
to ensure that my potential biases did not influence my findings. I relied on triangulation, as
outlined in this chapter, to explain how the qualitative data explained the quantitative data.
Further, I utilized an audit trail to detail how data were collected, themes were identified, and the
decision-making processes developed throughout the study (Merriam, 2009). I utilized
journaling and peer debriefing to account for my biases and to ensure that my biases did not
influence the interpretations of the findings.
Conclusion
Chapter 3 discussed the explanatory sequential mixed methods design that were utilized
for this study. The quantitative and qualitative data collection procedures were described in
detail. The site, sample, survey instrument, and development of the interview protocol was
discussed. In addition, the data analysis procedures for both phases were identified. I then
discussed how meta-inferences, inference quality, ethical considerations, and researcher
reflexivity were addressed. Chapter 4 provided a detailed analysis of the data collected in both
phases of the study.
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CHAPTER 4
ANALYSIS AND FINDINGS
Chapter 1 detailed the problem, purpose, research questions, and significance of this
study. This was followed by an examination of relevant research on organizational mindfulness
in schools in Chapter 2. Chapter 2 revealed that there is scant mixed methods research on school
mindfulness that examines the perceptions of both teachers and principals in rural settings.
Chapter 3 documented how an explanatory mixed methods design (quan®QUAL) was used to
examine teacher and principal perceptions of school mindfulness. In addition, an explanation
was provided of how the qualitative data was used to explain the quantitative data. The purpose
of this study was to examine teacher perceptions of school mindfulness, how principals
understand the practice of mindfulness, and how principal leadership might explain the extent of
mindfulness practiced in rural secondary schools. This chapter presents findings connected to
that purpose. Data were collected and analyzed sequentially (quan®QUAL) to address the
following research questions:
1. What are teacher perceptions of school mindfulness in rural secondary schools?
2. How do rural principals understand the practice of mindfulness?
3. How do leadership practices explain the extent of mindfulness practiced in rural
secondary schools?
Quantitative Findings
This section presents the findings from the quantitative phase of the investigation that
was associated with research question 1: What are teacher perceptions of school mindfulness in
rural secondary schools? Hoy’s et al. (2004) M-Scale survey was administered to 329 teachers
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in six rural high schools in Tennessee. A 28% response rate was achieved (n=94), and a survey
completion rate of 96.55% was reached with three dropouts. Administrative assistants in
participating schools were emailed an invitation to the study and link to the survey. These
administrative assistants forwarded the invitation email to all classroom teachers in their schools.
Participating teachers selected the link, entered a unique survey code assigned to their
school, and were directed to the 14 item survey found on QuestionPro. Survey data were
collected in QuestionPro and at least 30 participants from each group (low and high) of schools
participated, and when an equal amount of respondents from each group (n=47) was reached.
The quantitative data were then downloaded into SPSS for descriptive and inferential analysis.
Descriptive Analysis of Overall M-Scale Results
As noted in Chapter 2, HRO’s utilize principles of anticipation and containment to
mindfully prevent failures from occurring and to contain them from cascading into catastrophic
disasters (Weick & Sutcliffe, 2007). Within each of these principles, Weick and Sutcliffe (2001,
2007, 2015) outlined five hallmarks or elements that promote organizational mindfulness:
preoccupation with failure, reluctance to simplify, sensitivity to operations, commitment to
resilience, and deference to expertise. Hoy et al. (2004) expanded Weick and Sutcliffe (2001)
organizational mindfulness framework to schools, and created the M-Scale survey instrument to
measure the construct of school mindfulness, which includes the following organizational
elements: focus on failure, reluctance to simplify, sensitivity to teaching and learning,
commitment to resilience, and deference to expertise. In addition, this survey instrument
measures the dimensions of principal and faculty mindfulness according to these organizational
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elements (Hoy et al., 2004). I have relied Hoy’s et al. (2004) construct of school mindfulness,
elements of mindfulness, and dimensions of principal and faculty mindfulness for analysis.
Once an equal number of respondents in the low-(n=47) and high-performing schools
(n=47) participated, data from the survey instrument were downloaded from QuestionPro and
entered into SPSS for analysis. Data were cleaned in SPSS to ensure that no duplicate entries
were present and only completed surveys responses were used. Surveys that were not completed
were removed from the data set. The school mindfulness construct was created and scored
according to Hoy’s et al. (2004) M-Scale scoring guidelines, which reversed scored survey items
1,4,5,7,8,11, and 14, and computed average school item scores and overall school scores from
survey questions 1-14 as displayed in Table 7. Principal and faculty dimensions of mindfulness
were identified and created seven items from the M-Scale according to Hoy’s et al. (2003) short
form scale, as shown in Table 8. In addition, Hoy’s et al. (2004) five elements of school
mindfulness were identified and created from M-Scale items as represented in Table 7.
Completed surveys were grouped in low-and high-groups by assigning a numerical value
(0=low) and (1=high). Descriptive analysis was then conducted on n=94 survey responses. The
following descriptive analysis of the M-Scale results is presented in a specific sequence. Firstly,
mean data from all the high-and low-performing schools is presented and addressed according to
each group and school mindfulness construct. Secondly, descriptive data is discussed, according
to principal mindfulness and teacher mindfulness by each group.
School Mindfulness Means
Descriptive statistics from the survey showed that teachers in high-performing schools
rated their schools higher in school mindfulness compared to teachers in low-performing
98

Table 7
Survey Questions by Construct, Dimensions, and Elements
Survey Questions
Construct
School Mindfulness
1-14
Dimensions
Principal Mindfulness

1,2,4,5,6,10,12

Faculty Mindfulness

3,7,8,9,11,13,14

Elements of Mindfulness
Focus on Failure

4,9

Reluctance to Simplify

1,5,7,10

Sensitivity to Teaching and Learning

3,6,14

Commitment to Resilience

2,11,13

Deference to Expertise

5,8,12

schools. As represented in Table 8, high-performing schools had a school mindfulness ! =
4.66, compared to low-performing schools with a school mindfulness ! = 3.91. Further, as
depicted in Table 8, all high-performing schools had higher school mindfulness means than all
low-performing schools, according to each matched pair.
Principles of Anticipation
Teachers in high-performing schools rated their schools higher in all of the three
principles of anticipation: focus on failure, reluctance to simplify, and sensitivity to teaching and
learning than teachers in low-performing schools. As shown in Table 9, high-performing-
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Table 8
School Means by Matched Pair
Pair 1

Pair 2

Pair 3

(Low)
Gee Creek
4.09

(High)
Ocoee
4.29

(Low)
MacKaye
3.90

(High)
Chestnut
4.76

(Low)
Appalachia
3.83

(High)
Hiwassee
4.91

Principal Mindfulness

4.29

4.38

4.10

5.01

4.30

5.16

Faculty Mindfulness

3.92

4.20

3.68

4.51

3.35

4.66

Focus on Failure

3.90

4.71

3.97

5.18

3.61

5.00

Reluctance to Simplify

4.04

4.46

3.80

5.03

4.07

5.10

Sensitivity to Teaching & Learning

4.27

4.04

3.65

4.35

3.74

4.66

Commitment to Resilience

4.30

4.52

4.18

4.75

3.82

5.05

Deference to Expertise

4.06

4.00

4.11

4.83

3.92

4.88

School Mindfulness

Note. School mindfulness means were calculated by averaging the item means by the number of items. The principles of
anticipation and containment means were calculated by finding mean scores of each item mean.
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Table 9
School Mindfulness Means by Low-and High-Performing Schools
Std.
Deviation
0.93
0.70

Schools
Low
High

Mean
3.91
4.66

Focus on failure

Low
High

3.85
4.94

1.15
0.75

Reluctance to simplify

Low
High

3.90
4.92

1.15
0.75

Sensitivity to teaching and
learning

Low
High

3.80
4.24

0.94
0.87

Commitment to resilience

Low
High

4.12
4.75

1.02
0.86

Deference to expertise

Low
High

4.02
4.70

1.19
0.79

School Mindfulness

schools had a ! = 4.95, while low-performing schools had a ! = 3.85 in this construct. Focus
on failure was the highest disparity between groups. High-performing schools had higher mean
scores (! = 4.92) in the element reluctant to simplify than low-performing schools (! = 3.85).
addition, teachers in high-performing schools had higher means (! = 4.24), in sensitivity to
teaching and learning where teachers in low-performing schools means (! = 3.8) were lower.
Principles of Containment
Similar to principles of anticipation, teachers in high-performing schools rated their
school higher in both elements of containment: commitment to resilience and deference to
expertise. High-performing schools commitment to resilience (! = 4.75) means were higher
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than low-performing schools (! = 4.12), as well as their deference to expertise (! = 4.7) means
compared to low-performing schools (! = 4.02).
Ranked Organizational Elements
Descriptive data of the five elements were ranked by high-and low-performing schools to
understand which of the elements had higher mean scores. As represented in Table 10, highperforming schools had the following element mean scores ranked highest to lowest: focus on
failure, reluctance to simplify, commitment to resilience, deference to expertise, and sensitivity
to teaching and learning. According to the data, principles of anticipation were rated higher in
high-performing schools.
In the low-performing schools, the opposite ranking order was discovered. As depicted
in Table 10, teachers in these schools rated principles of containment higher than principles of
anticipation. In the low-performing schools, teachers rated the following elements highest to
lowest: commitment to resilience, deference to expertise, reluctance to simplify, focus on failure,
and sensitivity to teaching and learning. Both high-and low-performing schools had the lowest
mean scores in sensitivity to teaching and learning. Table 11 shows mean scores by each survey
question.
Dimensions of Principal and Faculty Mindfulness
Teachers in the high-performing schools rated their principal higher in mindfulness (! =
4.94) than teachers in low-performing schools (! = 4.16). Similar to principal mindfulness,
teachers in the high-performing schools rated teachers in their school as more mindful (! =
4.37) than teachers in low-performing schools (! = 3.66) as shown in Table 12.
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Table 10
Ranked School Mindfulness Elements
Mean

Principles

High-Performing Schools
1. Focus on Failure

4.94

Anticipation

2. Reluctance to Simplify

4.92

Anticipation

3. Commitment to Resilience

4.75

Containment

4. Deference to Expertise

4.70

Containment

5. Sensitivity to Teaching & Learning

4.24

Anticipation

Low-Performing Schools
1. Commitment to Resilience

4.12

Containment

2. Deference to Expertise

4.02

Containment

3. Reluctance to Simplify

3.90

Anticipation

4. Focus on Failure

3.85

Anticipation

5. Sensitivity to Teaching & Learning

3.80

Anticipation
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Table 11
Mean Scores of the School Mindfulness Survey Question
Mean

Std. Deviation

1. My principal often jumps to conclusions.

Low
High

4.15
5.19

1.62
1.19

2. When a crisis occurs the principal deals
with it so we can get back to teaching

Low
High

4.79
4.85

1.14
1.64

3. In this school teachers welcome feedback
about ways to improve.

Low
High

4.11
4.70

1.00
1.26

4. Teachers do not trust the principal enough
to admit their mistakes.

Low
High

3.81
5.30

1.65
1.08

5. The principal of this school does not value
the opinions of the teachers

Low
High

4.47
5.45

1.50
0.85

6. My principal is an expert on teaching and
learning.

Low
High

4.28
4.49

1.29
1.30

7. Teachers in this school jump to conclusions.

Low
High

3.00
4.11

1.31
1.16

8. People in this school respect power more
than knowledge.

Low
High

3.91
4.26

1.42
1.34

9. Teachers in my building learn from their
mistakes and change so they do not happen
again.

Low
High

3.96
4.60

1.02
0.79

10. My principal negotiates faculty differences
without destroying the diversity of opinions

Low
High

4.00
4.94

1.21
0.89

11. Too many teachers in my building give
up when things go bad.

Low
High

3.77
4.81

1.25
0.97

12. The principal welcomes challenges from
teachers.

Low
High

3.68
4.40

1.35
0.90

13. When things go badly teachers bounce
back quickly.

Low
High

3.83
4.60

1.30
0.94

14. Most teachers in this building are reluctant
to change.

Low
High

3.04
3.57

1.30
1.26

Note: Survey questions 1, 4, 5, 7, 8, 11, and 14 were reversed scored according to Hoy’s et al.
(2004) M-Scale scoring guidelines.
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Table 12
Dimensions of Principal and Faculty Mindfulness

Principal Mindfulness
Faculty Mindfulness

Schools
Low
High

Mean
4.16
4.94*

Std. Deviation
1.17
0.82

Low
High

3.66
4.37*

0.91
0.77

Note: Principal and faculty mindfulness mean scores were both statistically significantly
different and did not exceed alpha level .05 with the Bonferroni adjustment.

Statistical Difference Between Groups
The next analysis examined the inferential statistics between the school mindfulness
means in the high-and low-performing schools. An independent samples t test was used in SPSS
to compare school mindfulness mean scores between the two groups. Low-performing schools
were assigned the group variable 0 and high-performing schools were assigned the group
variable 1 as seen in Table 13. Results from the independent samples test had an f statistic of
3.36 and p=.07, which exceeded the alpha level at .05 as represented in Table 14. This indicated
that homogeneity of variance was met and to proceed with checking the normality of each group
distribution. Upon analyzing the output results, normality was checked by running the ShapiroWilk test of normality. Shapiro-Wilk was a more fitting normality test, as the data set had less
than 300 participants.
Results from the Shapiro-Wilk indicated that the low-performing group (.897) exceeded
alpha level .05, violating the assumption of an abnormal distribution, thus assuming that the
105

Table 13
Group Statistics
School Mindfulness Scores

Group

N

Mean

Std. Deviation

Low-performing schools

0

47

3.91

0.93

High-performing schools

1

47

4.66

0.70

Table 14
Independent Samples T-Test Results
Independent Samples Test
Levene's Test
for
Equality of
Variances

SMS

F
3.36

Sig.
0.07

t-test for Equality of Means

t
-4.35
-4.35

Sig.
Mean
df
(2-tailed) Difference
92
0
-0.74
85.15
0
-0.74

Equal variances assumed
Equal variances not
assumed
Note: School mindfulness scores is represented with the acronym SMS.
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Std. Error
Difference
0.17
0.17

95% Confidence
Interval of the
Difference
Lower
Upper
-1.08
-0.40
-1.08
-0.40

distribution of school mindfulness means in the low-performing group were normal. However,
the high-performing group (.003) did not exceed alpha level .05, therefore indicating a possible
abnormal distribution of school mindfulness means in this group. Skewness and kurtosis were
then checked for this group to determine normality of the distribution. Kline (2010) described
skewness and kurtosis as the ways in which a distribution can be non-normal, as skew suggests
the positive or negative shape of the distribution, whereas kurtosis implies the positive or
negative shape or peakedness of the distribution. Therefore, skewness and kurtosis were
checked in SPSS for this group, which produced an output of skewness of -.990 and kurtosis of
.897. According to George and Mallery (2010), distribution ranges for -2 and +2 are acceptable
ranges to indicate a normal distribution. Therefore, the skewness (-.990) and kurtosis (.897)
output did not exceed this range, indicating an acceptable distribution range of normality and to
proceed in interpreting the test statistic and level of significance of the Independent sample t test.
As represented in Table 14, the t statistic was -4.35 with df=92, and a sig 2-tail=0, which
did not exceed alpha level of .05. This indicated a statistically significant difference between
school mindfulness means in high-and low-performing schools as represented in Table 13.
Teachers in high-performing schools rated themselves and their principal statistically
significantly more mindful than teachers in low-performing schools. Upon analyzing these
quantitative findings, I moved to the qualitative phase of the investigation. The purpose of the
qualitative phase was to understand how principals understood the practice of mindfulness and
how their leadership practices might explain the extent of mindfulness quantitatively represented
in the survey data.
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Qualitative Findings
This section presents qualitative findings associated with research questions 2: How do
rural principals understand the practice of mindfulness? and research question 3: How do
leadership practices explain the extent of mindfulness practiced in rural secondary schools? This
section outlines categorical themes and overarching themes that were identified from coding the
semistructured principal interviews. Six 30-90 minute principal interviews were conducted in
person at the school site (n=4), or over the telephone (n=2). Upon conducting each interview,
the data were then transcribed and uploaded into NVivo 12 for analysis.
In NVivo, the qualitative data were coded, grouped according to low-and high-groups
within the five elements of school mindfulness: focus on failure, reluctance to simplify,
sensitivity to teaching and learning, commitment to resilience, and deference to expertise. In
addition to these categories, the interview data were also grouped into perceptions of
mindfulness, and other leadership practices. This was done to examine how principals
understood the practice of mindfulness, what motivated them to practice it, and to identify any
other leadership practices that may not have been included in the school mindfulness framework.
Chapter 3 explained the methodology and inclusion criteria of the six schools. In this chapter
high-and low-performing schools were analyzed together.
The Open Coding Process
The open coding process included three rounds of coding for each interview transcript.
The first round of coding included open coding, whereby codes were assigned to bits of
qualitative data. In this first round of coding, I also took detailed notes summarizing each
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participants perceptions as well as adding my own questions, comments, and connections
regarding the data.
For the second round of coding, I read through each transcript and code in NVivo to add
to, revise, and confirm the accuracy of codes and my notes from the first round. For the third
round of coding, I listened to each interview recording and read the transcript at the same time to
add to, revise, and to confirm the accuracy of the codes from the initial two phases. Once I
confirmed that no codes were missing and that all codes assigned were accurate to each
interview, the open coding process ended and I moved forward on further analyzing the
qualitative data by each matched pair and then by each group.
Code Mapping the Qualitative Data
Qualitative codes were transferred out of NVivo into a comparative data table and
grouped according to high-and low-performing schools. This was done to comparatively analyze
the qualitative data of each group by their assigned codes. As represented in Table 5 and Table
6, two code maps (low and high) were created to analyze the codes according to perceptions of
mindfulness, elements of school mindfulness (principles of anticipation and containment), and
other leadership practices. Categorical themes were identified in each category: perceptions of
mindfulness, principles of anticipation, principles of containment, and other leadership practices.
Each code was also assigned a numerical value (1-6) to identify which principal the code was
assigned to. Once codes were numbered and consolidated into each low-and high-performing
code maps, they were then analyzed for categorical and cross-categorical themes. Codes were
analyzed in this map and re-grouped according to the emergent categorical themes that surfaced
in each question. Upon identifying the categorical themes, the categorical themes were then
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analyzed across categories to identify any manifesting cross-categorical themes as shown in
Table 5 and Table 6. In addition to analysis, these qualitative code maps were created to visually
show how categories and themes were constructed from the open coding process, along with
providing concise audit trails (Anfara et al., 2002).
Theme Analysis
Analysis of low-and high-performing schools were executed in two phases. Interview
data of principals in low-performing schools were coded in two separate code maps (low and
high) and codes were organized into the following categories: perceptions of mindfulness,
principles of anticipation (focus on failure, reluctance to simplify, and sensitivity to teaching and
learning), principles of containment (commitment to resilience and deference to expertise), and
other leadership practices. Once these codes were organized, analysis of codes by low-and highperforming schools was conducted to identify emerging categorical themes. Similar codes were
grouped and rearranged within each category and by interview question to extract emerging
categorical themes. Once categorical themes were identified, they went through a second round
of theme analysis. Cross-categorical themes were analyzed across categories to identify other
manifesting themes across all categories of the study. Through this process of analysis, the
following cross-categorical themes emerged: care, collective trust, social-emotional awareness
and competencies, enabling formalization, low centralization, principal expertise, and situational
awareness of the organization.
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Findings in High-Performing Schools
Ocoee High School
Ocoee High School (OHS) is situated in southeast Tennessee alongside a well-known
rafting tributary that flows into the Tennessee River. A native to southeast Tennessee, Mr.
Norman Maclean is the principal at OHS and has 13 years of experience as a head principal-all
of which have been at OHS. Mr. Maclean described mindfulness as having situational awareness
of students, noticing teachers, putting himself in another’s shoes, and seeing from their point-ofview. He stated:
I try to notice them. I get there in the hall and stand out there when they change classes.
I try to notice when they go by and if they look depressed, or if something's not normal.
And if I noticed that, especially more than once, I purposely tried to do something good
for them.
For Mr. Maclean, mindfulness was paying attention to the social and emotional cues of the
students and teachers. Mr. Maclean was highly aware of the students and teachers’ backgrounds,
home lives, and personal lives. He was aware that their perceptions and experiences in the
school did not always align with how he perceived things in the school, and wanted to ensure
that students and teachers knew that he cared about them.
Throughout the interview, Mr. Maclean provided multiple examples from his past
experience where he was less aware of student and teacher perceptions, and how he now tries to
be more situationally aware by putting himself in their shoes to see from their perspective. He
stated:
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You've got to think like them. I think I try to put myself in the perspective of the person
that I'm dealing with, whether that's a student or a teacher. Like the student for example,
I try to think like they think and understand how they perceive things.
Mindfulness for Mr. Maclean was having situational awareness of students and teachers
through social-emotional cues, having an awareness of their background, understanding
misperceptions, and attempting to see things from others perspective. He believed that this
practice of mindfulness was embedded in his school culture, which fostered collective empathy
between students and teachers.
Well it's a whole part of the culture of the school. To do unto others as you would have
them do unto you. We try to, you can't have learning and teaching be effective, at least if
people aren't safe and secure in their environment. You got to be mindful of what is
going on. Like we have one teacher with lung cancer right now. They've been taking
chemo, but they still work and haven't been missing a lot of school, but I think the
students, I know that if one student was to act up the other students would say leave her
alone. You don't need to bother her. That type of thing.
Mr. Maclean believed that mindfulness was an important use of educational time and
supported the mission and vision of his school by promoting a supportive and caring school
culture. He believed that most of his teachers practiced mindfulness, and that having children of
their own, helped them to be more situationally aware of what students think and feel, and how
their actions as educators might affect and be perceived by the students. Mr. Maclean was
motivated to practice mindfulness out of concern and care for the people with whom he worked.
In thinking about other rural principals, he believed that rural high school principals needed to be
112

aware of the climate of their schools, how the staff feel, and of ways to make them happy about
the work they are doing. In addition to school climate, Mr. Maclean believed that rural
secondary schools needed to be aware of how collective trust was being fostered among students,
teachers, and the local community.
Failure was perceived by Mr. Maclean as a lack of effort and low academic achievement
on standardized tests. He attributed the lack of effort to challenging home situations and family
backgrounds from which his students were coming. He stated:
Lack of effort for the most part. We've got a lot of kids that come from situations that are
poor, but more from situations of drugs. That's where we get more. We've got a lot of
students raised by grandparents and even great-grandparents, or an aunt or uncle, or
somebody that's not the mother and father. And that's usually because the mother and
father are usually on drugs or in jail because of drugs. Usually the lack of effort is
sometimes there.
Mr. Maclean described academic achievement as a numbers game, where the school had to play
along to exceed their TVAAS projections, but he was not as concerned with state accountability
structures and test scores as much as he was for caring for his students.
Outside of student achievement data, Mr. Maclean monitored failure through attendance
rates and his school culture, where failure was not an option for students. Care for students
motivated him and his faculty to work harder to prevent all students from failing. He believed
that it was important to develop a habit of success early for both teachers and students in his
school. From his perspective, his job was to build confidence, which built success. Furthermore,
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as a staff, they needed to ensure that students knew that the school cared for them, trusted them,
and believed that the school had their best interests in mind. He stated:
We try to not allow them to fail. For one we try to make them feel like we care about
them. And we do care about them, but we want them to know it. They have to know it.
It's not good enough for us to know it but they need to know that. If they don't feel trust,
they've got to trust us and know that we are just trying to help them.
Mr. Maclean relied on his teachers to assess and monitor how students were progressing in class
and paid close attention to transfer students. He indicated that transfer students presented them
with additional challenges, as many of them did not transfer in with the academic skills or credits
necessary to be successful in the school. As a result, he closely monitored these students and
provided them with additional support to help them overcome their deficits.
Mr. Maclean trusted his teachers to identify what was not working in the classrooms and
relied on them to be the instructional experts. In his school, teachers decided what corrections
and changes were needed to improve their instruction and were enabled to take more ownership
over their work. Further, he protected their instructional time and took responsibilities off their
plate, so that they could focus their time and attention on teaching. However, when issues did
arise in his school that demanded his attention, Mr. Maclean indicated that he utilized direct
conversation with his teachers and preferred to meet with them individually or in small groups to
directly address the issues. He reflected on his own experience as a teacher and being confused
when his past principal would address individual issues in large group settings that was not
relevant to everyone. Mr. Maclean preferred to work alongside teachers and join them in the
process of figuring out what is not working and to discover better ways of doing things.
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Mr. Maclean drew from his own experience as a math teacher to help his teachers and
was very aware of what was going on in the math classrooms in his school, but he did not view
himself as the instructional leader or expert. Rather, he perceived his teachers as the
professionals, instructional leaders, and experts, which reinforced his high expectations on what
his teachers were capable of. He said:
Say our scores are bad, and I have had this direct conversation years ago. We don't have
this issue lately, but I said what are we going to do to fix it? Of course, I was a math and
science teacher. I don't know any English, so what are we going to do to fix it? That's
what I say. I just talk that way to them. And they are like, I think we can do this and
others say I think this might help and we just kind of work together and try different
things. And I say well don't be afraid to try. Because if we are trying to get to some
other goal we're going to have to do something different. And if we don't do something
different we're probably going to get the same we've been getting.
Mr. Maclean used direct conversation and partnering alongside teachers to enable collaboration
and to help teachers understand what was not working in their classrooms. Instead of telling his
staff what and how they needed to do things, he pulled from their expertise as teachers to
collaboratively find solutions to problems. He took an equal part in the collaboration process,
and acted more as a facilitator to guide them to their own discoveries.
Mr. Maclean paid close attention to parental and community perceptions of the school to
determine if things were going right or wrong. He talked about how before he was principal, the
school was underperforming and people outside of the local community held very negative
perceptions of the school, and even displayed a prejudice toward their community. He said:
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I mean it almost caused riots in the county; that is how bad it was. There was a story in
the newspaper about how the people here were barefoot and pregnant. That the women
lived in trailers, and it was kind of the perception, and this school was more perceived as
the second class school. I guess you could say at that time. But here now, like, I say
we've had the highest test scores nine of the last 10 years in the county. And it's not even
been close. And really up until the last few years, people in the county hadn't even
started noticing it, but they have noticed it now.
Mr. Maclean felt as though he needed to not only change the perception of the school, but also
the community of which he was part. For Mr. Maclean, he took negative perceptions of school
and community personally, as he was born, raised, and lived in the area his entire life.
In addition, he paid attention to teacher recruitment and retention, and used these as
mechanisms to determine whether things were going right or wrong in the school. Early in his
principalship, he had a very difficult time recruiting teachers in hard to staff areas like math and
science. However, now that the perception of the school has changed, he has a larger applicant
pool, as more and more teachers are eager to work there. He believed this indicated that the
school was a good place to work and that teachers felt like they were supported and treated well.
Further, he closely monitored teacher retention, and used it as another mechanism to determine if
he and the school were doing a good job. He indicated that his school now experiences very
little turnover, which he attributed it to their academic success and supportive culture. Although
he mentioned that there was very little fighting and no suicides with students, he was also highly
sensitive to how these things impacted the perceptions of the school in the community and
school district.
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In addition, Mr. Maclean was reluctant to simplify by encouraging his faculty to freely
express their views and opinions. He wanted his staff to share their ideas, suggestions, and
opinions on problems in the schools and ways in which to improve them. When teachers
expressed their views, he challenged them to think through their views and try to convince him
that their opinion was right. This was to help his teachers critically process through all the
positives and negatives of their ideas, and to help them more accurately pinpoint the problem or
solution. He stated:
I want them to think of everything good and bad about it, because sometimes they come
up with this idea and they don't think there's maybe a reason it's done one way and not the
other. There may be some bad effects of doing it differently. But I like for teachers to
have different ideas, new ideas too, and it doesn't offend me if their views are different
than mine. I tell them, just do it in the right way. Do it in a professional way. I tell them
I won't try to embarrass you, and I tell the kids this too. I said I will try not to embarrass
you, and you try not to embarrass me. And I've had kids come up and say why don't we
do this?
He used the views and opinions of teachers and students to be more reluctant to simplify
problems and solutions in his school, and to more appropriately deal with them. Encouraging
others to share their views was also not only reserved for teachers and students, but he also
listened to other staff members and even parents whose opinions challenged his own. Mr.
Maclean was more interested in the best idea and to him the best ideas were the most convincing
ones.
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When differences of opinions between teachers occurred at OHS, Mr. Maclean indicated
that most of these differences were resolved by his teachers. He preferred to let teachers work
out problems themselves, especially if it was a personal problem. However, when the
differences became so severe that it was disrupting instruction, then he intervened and provided
mediation between the two individuals. He talked about understanding how teachers think and
feel, and talking to them through direct conversation. He indicated that sometimes it is just time
apart that the two individuals need to resolve their differences. He believed that this leadership
practice made his staff more reluctant to simplify, as teachers were free to express their opinions,
take initiative, seek out information, and work it out for themselves.
Mr. Maclean was sensitive to teaching and learning by being accessible to support
teaching and learning through an open door policy, where teachers could come into his office
any time and get support. In thinking about other ways he was accessible to support teaching
and learning, he indicated that he supported teachers with resources, alleviated pressure, and
removed distractions during the day so they could focus their attention on teaching. He pulled
from his past experience as a teacher, where the lack of resources, disruptions from the intercom,
and paperwork inhibited his performance in the classroom. As a result, he felt like his role as the
principal was to provide resources, protect instructional time from disruptions, and to alleviate
pressures from teachers, so teachers could teach more effectively.
Mr. Maclean indicated that unlike other school leaders, he did not believe that he had to
be an expert on everything in his school. He talked about having a background in teaching math
and physics that helped him support math and physics teachers, but went into detail about his
own limitations and lack of background in other subject areas. He stated:
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My theory on it is different than some. I don't have to be an expert on everything is my
theory. I say we are a group of professionals and somebody has to be an expert… So I
don't feel like I have to be an expert in everything, because it's the people here, it's the
teachers, it's everybody here can work together to. Like if we need to improve our
history scores, I can help some, but there is a limit because I'm not a history teacher. So I
need to bring in some other people or the teachers to work together. And that's what they
do, like the math teachers here they work together.
Mr. Maclean did not perceive himself as the instructional expert, or as needing to be the expert.
He talked about his own strengths in specific subject areas, but facilitated collective expertise
and enabled teachers to work together to find answers to problems. From his view, expertise was
not automatically assumed to be the role of principal, nor did he distinguish one individual in the
school as being the instructional expert. Rather, he perceived expertise as something everyone in
the entire school contributed to.
In addition, Mr. Maclean believed that professional development for teachers was more
constructive when teachers led their own professional development. In this he discussed
encouraging and supporting teachers to self-organize their own professional development to
attend conferences or to observe other schools to improve their instructional practices. He
believed that if he forced them to go to something that they would not learn as much as they
would if left up to them. He encouraged his teachers to take initiative and form their own
collaborative networks to exchange information on how to improve their teaching.
In addition, he was sensitive to teaching and learning by supporting and protecting
beginning teachers. He provided beginning teachers with additional resources and connected
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them to more effective teachers to ensure that they got off to a good start and had a successful
school year. He stated:
I'm here to help if they need something, so that's really what I try to do. Is to build, I
don't tell everybody that, but my job is to build confidence and confidence build scores.
Confidence in your teachers, especially in the less-experienced newer teachers. This is
extremely important to get them off to a good start. Because usually once they get
established they do better.
Mr. Maclean worked with the guidance counselor and intentionally placed beginning teachers in
classrooms next to effective teachers and gave them students with whom they knew the teacher
would succeed. He believed it was important to protect new teachers during their first year and
to ensure their success in any way he could, which then built their confidence and agency in the
profession. He explained that due to teacher shortages in hard to staff subject areas, he had to
find ways to help every beginning teacher in his school find success. After their first year he
pulled back his supportive and protective practices and treated them like other veteran teachers.
Mr. Maclean was committed to resilience by the ways in which he managed disruptions
and failures in the school. When disruptions occurred that impacted instruction, Mr. Maclean
encouraged his faculty to maximize any available instructional time after the disruption, to make
it as constructive as possible. He indicated that inclement weather often put his school in a delay
or cancellation, and dramatically impacted how many instructional days they had available
throughout the year. He frequently encouraged his teachers to be resilient and to not allow
weather disruptions, or any disruption, to prevent them from accomplishing something
productive.
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Further, when teachers made mistakes in his school, he wanted them to feel supported
and learn from their mistake, without becoming defensive or deflated. Mr. Maclean talked about
managing his own responses when teachers made mistakes, so that they did not lose confidence
in their teaching ability. He indicated that in his county, the school district had strict policies on
repeatedly low-performing teachers, and that when teachers in his school were not successful, he
attempted to alleviate their stress and the pressure they might experience from the school district.
He mentioned that he tried to empathize with low-performing teachers and even provide them
with potential excuses and explanations as to why their students did not perform well. He stated:
But if they are lower like that, I try not to make a big deal of it. I will show it to them and
say maybe it's just because you got a few students…maybe it is because of this. Like if a
teacher had surgery and missed a lot, maybe that's why, and we didn't get much out the
substitute. Because in our county they try to put pressure on the teachers that get
repeated Level 1 and stuff like that. I just talk to them and try to help them as best as I
can so they can be successful.
Mr. Maclean believed that if he could alleviate their stress and boost their efficacy, even in the
midst of a mistake or failure, that they would be more likely to learn from it and not repeat it. By
utilizing this practice, he never had a teacher repeatedly get Level 1 on their TVAAS
effectiveness scores and very few of his teachers even repeated getting a Level 2.
When problems occurred in the school, Mr. Maclean deferred to expertise, rather than
hierarchy. From his perspective, he flexibly deferred decision-making to others depending on
the situation. If a decision needed to be made on a zero tolerance behavioral issue, he deferred to
his supervisors in the central office. However, if a problem arose that was not a zero tolerance
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behavioral problem, he relied on the expertise of others in the school or at the central office to
address the problem.
He deferred to his faculty when there were behavioral problems on which they may have
more expertise, or when they may have a better rapport with the student. This not only included
teachers, but all school staff. He even asked students if there were teachers or staff members
with whom they felt more comfortable and connected them to resolve the problem. When it
came to instructional and other school-level decisions, he commonly deferred to teachers. If he
had expertise on an issue or subject area, he would share that expertise, but he relied heavily on
teachers’ expertise. In addition, he acted as a facilitator, whereby he helped teachers in his
school connect to and gain access to those with more expertise through collaboration networks
internally and externally. He enabled teachers to collaborate with each other and relied on them
to seek out and self-organize their own professional development according to what they
perceived they needed.
Mr. Maclean prioritized having social-emotional competencies, whereby he attended to
the feelings and relationships of students and teachers in his school. He explained the
importance of building trust between the students, teachers, parents, and local community. For
Mr. Maclean, success was highly dependent upon trust relationships with each stakeholder. In
addition to collective trust, Mr. Maclean highlighted the importance of being aware of and
cultivating a positive school climate where students and teachers were happy and enjoyed their
work. He said:
You just have to be aware the people around you. Make sure that they are happy. Like I
told my assistant principal and some of the others for years, I said, happy teachers are
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good teachers…but you have to be aware of what is going on around you and that's part
of the whole deal. People have to think that you care about them, that you are protecting
them. I think it's a trust issue.
From Mr. Maclean’s perspective, he believed that being aware of people, helping them to be
happy, ensuring they knew that he cared about them, and building trust were leadership practices
that he thought influenced how mindfulness was practiced in his school. When his staff knew
that he genuinely cared about them, they trusted him, and when they trusted him they were more
likely to be happy and practice mindfulness.
Chestnut Mountain High School
Located west of a major urbanized city in Tennessee, Chestnut Mountain High School
(CMHS) is situated along the Cumberland Mountains. Mrs. Deborah Taylor, a native to the
Tennessee valley, has been the head principal at CMHS for 25 years. CMHS is one of three
schools in their school district, and is the only public high school in the county. Mrs. Taylor
described mindfulness as having situational awareness of what is going on in the school, and
being in charge of and on top of everything happening in the school. For Mrs. Taylor, this meant
knowing what was going on in the classrooms, knowing how her coaches were handling
students, knowing what was going on with students and teachers at home, and ultimately doing
what was best for kids. Further, she described mindfulness as knowing the central purpose of the
school and how they should be going about achieving that purpose. She stated:
If you are not mindful in education, why are you doing it? What’s the purpose? You are
supposed to help kids and if you are not, maybe I am hitting the mindfulness definition
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wrong for you, but for me it means I know what’s going on, I am in charge of it, I work
with it.
From her perspective, mindfulness enabled her school to persevere and overcome the setbacks of
students dropping out and working in minimum wage jobs. She said:
And we have been pretty good at it. Our graduation rates will go down some this year, it
just happens to be one of those classes that, we are in this eternal thing of I am working at
McDonalds and I am making money and I am going to be happy. I am 18 and I quit. It
happened this month. But mindfulness has kept us going. I think it’s because we know
exactly what we are here for, what we are supposed to be doing, how we are supposed to
be doing it, and we work together to get it done.
Mrs. Taylor believed that a major part of their mindfulness practices was providing care for
students and being invested in what was going on in their personal lives.
Because what we try and focus on is how we can make these kids successful? And if you
are not mindful of what is going on around you and if you don’t know what these kids are
doing. If you don’t know what they’re into, like I got two sophomore kids that live in a
house by themselves. And one works at McDonalds at night just to try and pay the
rent…And if I don’t know what is going on in these kids’ lives and I don’t know what the
teachers are doing, then they can’t be successful and neither can I.
For Mrs. Taylor, being keenly aware of what was going on with students inside and
outside of the school provided her with relevant information she needed to better serve their
needs. From her perspective, the purpose of the school was to care for kids, and to achieve that
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purpose the school had to genuinely care for kids, or they would not be successful. A genuine
care for her students is what motivated her to practice mindfulness in the way that she described.
For Mrs. Taylor failure was when a student quits trying and when the school is unable to
get the student to graduate. She stated:
Um, my failure is, what failure looks like to me is when I have a kid that just flat out
quits. And to me, it is academically, socially, when they quit school, and quit everything.
I don’t know if that is answers it, but that’s how I judge it.
For Mrs. Taylor, she believed that if she could not get them plugged in, or to graduate, that the
cycle would not be broken in their life and the kid would have to go through it again with their
own child. In thinking about her staff, she indicated that there were very few failures or
problems with her staff. Throughout the interview she discussed a strong confidence in their
teaching ability.
Mrs. Taylor was focused on failure by having preventative structures in place that
identified at-risk students and prevented them from failing. This included using a freshman
facilitator that provided support to freshmen and by utilizing student connect crews of 10-12,
whereby every student was assigned a support teacher to provide academic and social support.
As students matriculated past their freshman and sophomore years, the guidance counselor
worked in conjunction with the freshman facilitator to develop an early at-risk of not graduating
list. Students identified as being at-risk were then assigned to one support person that included
teachers, guidance counselors, and even the principals. Mrs. Taylor believed that these
preventative structures helped the school be more aware of students who are at-risk early on, and
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ensure that the school provided the student with the additional support to help them be
successful.
In addition to these connect crews, Mrs. Taylor was focused on preventing failure by
prioritizing student safety and by mandating that all teachers had to supervise students in the
hallways at all times. She believed that the presence of teachers in the hallways provided
students with a sense of security and safety, and reduced the number of fights. Similar to Mr.
Maclean at OHS, she closely monitored the number of fights that occurred throughout the school
year and used them to determine if the school was being successful or unsuccessful each day.
When asked about how she helped teachers understand what was not working in the
classroom, Mrs. Taylor had a difficult time answering the question because she believed her
teachers were such strong teachers. She indicated that out of the 44 classroom teachers in her
school, 29 were Level 5 teachers according to their teacher effectiveness scores and she had a
high level of trust in them. She said:
I mean, our teachers teach. I don’t look over their shoulder and I come to their
classrooms and I walk around a lot, and stay in the hallways. But I am trying to think of
a bad teacher we got and right now. I really don’t know. I really can’t think of one.
In addition to her high level of confidence in her teachers, she explained that she gets to know
her staff personally from the start and that it pays off immensely when she needs to have
conversations about what they need to improve on. Further, she paid close attention to their
personal problems and believed that their personal problems directly affected their teaching. As
a result, she liked to stay well informed on their personal lives and provided multiple examples
on how she listened to teachers, provided them support when they were going through personal
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issues, and that the personal touch goes a long way in communication. In addition, she paid
attention to how she supported beginning teachers in the early years of their careers to build their
efficacy and help them get off to a good start. She discussed having her assistant principal
provide beginning teachers with additional support, resources, and mentoring.
Mrs. Taylor was reluctant to simplify by how she monitored the hallways, paid attention
to the school’s climate, and how she encouraged the diversity of opinions. During the school
day, she discussed frequently walking the halls and evaluating school climate factors to
determine if things were going right or wrong that day. She paid close attention to how students
and teachers felt each day and how they were socializing with one another. Like Mr. Maclean,
she prioritized school safety and believed that if students felt safe, then that was an indicator that
they were doing things right.
In addition to monitoring school climate factors, Mrs. Taylor was reluctant to simplify by
encouraging teachers to freely express their views every day even when they challenged her
own. She stated:
Oh, they express their views every day. That’s just me. They can do it; it doesn’t bother
them. They question me, I mean, I’ve been wrong and I’ll tell them. I will tell a teacher
right on back, hey I screwed that one up. I messed up on that and you was right. I try to
be honest with them.
Mrs. Taylor did not think that she was the expert on everything, or that her ideas and views were
always the best. On the contrary, she underscored how she humbly admitted to her staff when
she has been wrong and was open and honest about her mistakes. Further, when she was
challenged by a teacher who was right, she tried to openly affirm that individual privately or
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publicly. She wanted her teachers to know that she was responsive to their ideas, and did not just
listen to them, but took action. She believed that her humility and responsiveness enabled
teachers to freely challenge her, challenge each other, exchange and collaborate information, and
identify organizational problems. In addition, Mrs. Taylor talked about the importance of
knowing how high school teachers think and operate to cultivate a school culture where they
could freely voice their opinions. She stated:
You can’t bull professionals and you especially can’t bull high school people. They are
different than middle school and elementary school. They are independent. They get in
that classroom and that is theirs and that is their territory. I listen to them all the time and
they make great suggestions about moving stuff.
For Mrs. Taylor, she believed that she could not force her teachers into following her views, but
that she had to listen to them because they often presented great suggestions and perspectives on
school improvement.
Further, she believed that her teachers practiced the same kind of openness, honesty, and
humility when they had differences of opinions with each other. Mrs. Taylor indicated that she
did not have to mediate many conflicts between teachers, because they resolved their own
differences and got along with each other extremely well. She indicated that her personality does
not like conflict and that her people skills reduced conflicts between teachers. She attributed her
ability to work effectively with people to her experience as a basketball coach, which she
believed taught her the social skills necessary to be successful as an administrator.
Mrs. Taylor was sensitive to teaching and learning by her accessibility to support teachers
during the day. She explained being accessible 100% of the time at school, and unless there was
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a major conflict, her door was always open to support teachers and students. In addition she
described being sensitive to the ways in which she conducted classroom observations and
walkthroughs each day. Mrs. Taylor conducted daily unannounced classroom observations and
indicated that her teachers were not only used to seeing her in their rooms, but were thankful for
it. She used these informal visits to offer feedback and guidance, but she wanted to make sure
that her teachers did not think that she was spying on them. She simply enjoyed watching them
teach and seeing what the students were doing and learning in the classroom.
In addition, Mrs. Taylor supported teaching and learning by relaying teacher feedback to
the central office and by protecting their instructional time from district-level distractions. She
had a high level of trust in her teachers, perceived them as the instructional experts in her school,
and wanted to protect their instructional time. She highlighted the importance of understanding
what teachers are supposed to be teaching and effective ways to teach, but she did not perceive
herself as an instructional expert. Rather, she perceived her teachers as the experts and believed
her past experience as a coach and teacher afforded her with the people skills necessary to
support her teachers instructionally.
Although CMHS had limited resources to support professional development outside of
the school, Mrs. Taylor took advantage of assigned professional development days from the
central office and additional financial support to send teachers off to conferences for training.
Teachers had the opportunity on these assigned professional development days to self-organize
their own professional development relevant to their classroom needs, subject areas, and choose
where they wanted to go.
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Mrs. Taylor was committed to resilience by the disciplinary procedures she put into place
and how she supported teachers when they made mistakes. When problems occurred in her
school that disrupted instruction, she used in-school suspension (ISS) structures to quickly
address behavioral disruptions and get students back to learning. Supervising ISS teachers were
instructed on how to best work with upset students and when students were sent to ISS they were
given time to calm down, instructed on the issue, and were returned to the class to get back to
work. Further, the number of occurrences to ISS were tracked and behavioral interventions and
plans were utilized in cases where repeated ISS appearances occurred.
When teachers made mistakes, Mrs. Taylor used direct, open, and honest communication
with them to discuss the mistake and to help them learn from it, so that it would not be repeated.
She emphasized the importance of cultivating trust with her teachers, so that she could have
more effective and meaningful communication with them. She wanted her teachers to know that
mistakes were all part of the learning process in education and that she supported them even
when they made a mistake. She believed that this helped her teachers become more resilient and
not give up when they encountered setbacks.
Mrs. Taylor commonly deferred decision-making to expertise, rather than hierarchy.
When problems occurred in the school, Mrs. Taylor flexibly deferred decision-making to those
with the most expert knowledge of the situation. When it came to school-level and instructional
decisions, she relied on the expertise of her staff and took their expertise seriously when making
decisions. If problems occurred that were legal issues, she deferred to her supervisors in the
central office, who have more background on legal matters. When teachers needed information
on how to improve their own instructional practices, Mrs. Taylor acted as a facilitator, whereby
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she connected teachers to other teachers with more expertise in that subject area. She identified
highly effective and experienced mentor teachers in her school as experts, and deferred teachers
to these individuals when they needed instructional support.
Mrs. Taylor believed that it was important for the principal to alleviate pressure from
students and teachers, and find ways to keep them happy in school. She believed that alleviating
pressure from her teachers and creating a positive school climate were leadership practices that
influenced how mindfulness was practiced in her school. In addition, Mrs. Taylor indicated that
caring for students and teachers, and being responsive to their social-emotional needs and
background also influenced the practice of mindfulness in her school. From her perspective, to
succeed with kids, the school had to build relationships, demonstrate care, and build trust. She
stated:
This whole profession is about kids. People want to harden it. I heard Connie Smith
holler wrap your arms around data all my life and I always say if you wrap your arms
around kids the data will take care of itself. If kids are happy they will accomplish. And
if they trust you, that is part of it, then you got ¾’s the job whipped to start with. If they
don’t trust you, I don’t care what you do, if they don’t trust you they won’t work for you.
If they don’t like you, they won’t trust you. They don’t have to love you, there is a thin
line between respect, love, and like that you have to find out and build.
Mrs. Taylor went out of her way to meet the needs of her students and even delayed her
retirement to fulfill a promise to a student contemplating dropping out. She stated:
She said, Mrs. Taylor, no one in my family has ever graduated from high school. And
they haven’t. I know them. I had her mother, both brothers. She said if you’ll stay here
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I’ll graduate and I said ok. You got to promise me you are going to graduate though.
She said ok...One kid can turn your life around quicker than anything in the world. She
turned mine around. And it was for the good. Although I would’ve went through a lot
less shit if I didn’t. If I hadn’t stayed here this year she would not be graduating.
Hiwassee Central High School
Situated in Northwest Tennessee, Hiwassee Central High School (HCHS) is within ten
miles of the Mississippi River. Mr. Mark Scarborough is the head principal at HCHS and has
nine years of head principal experience, all of which were at HCHS. Mr. Scarborough described
mindfulness as having a situational awareness or “horse sense” of the environment of the school.
He compared mindfulness to a horse’s ability to pay attention to their environment and to know
why and how to do things. In his initial description he stated:
No more or no less than horse sense. Mule sense. Horse Sense. They put time into what
they are going to do before they do it. And ninety-nine percent of the time they know
why they're doing it and what they're doing. And they do what they have to do to make
their worlds better. You know, a horse, a mule walks to the edge of a cliff and won't step
off of it. Because he knows it's bad for him. So he steps back.
For Mr. Scarborough, mindfulness was about putting in time to really understand what they were
doing as a school and knowing why they were doing it. Further, that this ability or sense,
enabled them to make the world better and to avoid dangers they may encounter in the process.
Further, that mindfulness was part of being situationally aware of the environment and what was
going on in the mind of a child. He stated:
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Because you don't know whether they were molested last night, if they had anything to
eat last night, if their boyfriend was rough on them, their girlfriend was abusive to him.
You don't know where they live, you don't know if they have electricity, or how they live.
We started every year telling our teachers, you need to make sure you build a bond with
your kids. To know where they're coming from. This needs to be an area where they
come in, and we can give them peace of mind for the day.
Understanding where his students were coming from was key to how he and his teachers
practiced mindfulness. He thought that the 80% of his teachers practiced mindfulness the way
that he described, but that the other 20% did not. He grouped these individuals into three
categories: the haphazard, the rocket scientists, and those who just do not get it. He described
the haphazard teacher as the disorganized and directionless. The rocket scientist, as the teacher
that was so immersed in their subject area they were unaware of everything else going on around
them. For the latter group, he indicated that these were the teachers that he had to divorce, or in
other words, fire because they would never understand or be mindful of what they were supposed
to be doing. He believed that he could help the haphazard and the rocket scientist teachers find
direction and practice the type of situational awareness that he described.
Mr. Scarborough believed that rural high school principals needed to be mindful of their
own personal expectations and what they wanted for their faculty and staff beyond what the state
sets forth. He stated:
Because what we are doing is much more than just getting kids ready for college. I call
bullshit on that, excuse my language. What we are doing is producing a kid with the
ability to do anything they choose to do. That's the key to me. I am not a college
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facilitator where I am running everybody to college. I choose to be a facilitator where
they have met the standards, 100% of the standards required. And we push them and
guide them to get there, and now they can do anything. They could go change the world.
It's not one thing, it's everything. That's my view.
Mr. Scarborough had clear personal expectations of what he wanted his students to achieve and
was mindful about how the school was developing students to meet them. He was highly
motivated to practice mindfulness by a care and concern for his students. He stated:
What motivates me to be mindful? I love my kids. And if you love something you will
be mindful of it, you will pay attention to it, you will work for it. I mean do you love
your wife? Are you mindful of your wife? Number one motivator. It is that simple.
From Mr. Scarborough perspective, bad letter grades indicated student failure, which
reflected a lack of preparation to complete what was in front of them. Socially, he viewed
student failure as not blending in with the crowd and not keeping up with everybody else. For
teachers, Mr. Scarborough indicated that because the school and teachers are looked at like a
number, referring to their level of effectiveness, that his teachers viewed failure by low teacher
effectiveness scores.
Mr. Scarborough focused on failure by paying close attention to failures more than
success. He indicated that as a school leader, he had to anticipate failure for both students and
teachers early, in order to prevent them from failing later on. He believed that it was his
responsibility as the principal to provide an early intervention before failure became an option
for either a student or a teacher. For teachers, he monitored potential failures by digging in to
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what his teachers were teaching and worked with his administrative team to identify struggling
teachers to provide fail-safes. He stated:
We have fail-safes in place, we have lead teachers to communicate. You can't, you can't
always be friends, you just got to say try this, or this is not working. Try that, what do
you think about that, and sometimes you have to be the guy that says you know what
we're doing is not working. Let's try something different totally. Be that a subject area,
be that a course change level for grade level, you got to change. Thirdly, in the end, if it's
not happening you got to change period.
Mr. Scarborough tried to help teachers understand what was not working in the classroom
and provide them support to try out new things and make changes. He helped teachers learn
from their mistakes by having open, honest, and direct communication with them about the
problem. Prior to speaking to teachers, he carefully considered where the teacher was, how their
students were performing, and evaluated all options of where the school will be headed with or
without a change. He approached these types of conversations thoughtfully and with a specific
purpose in mind. For students, he divided up the work load and provided fail-safes through his
graduation coach, literacy coach, school counselors, and other administrative team to prevent all
students from failing.
Mr. Scarborough was reluctant to simplify when things were going right or wrong in the
school by elevating student and teacher voice. From his experience, he believed that students
were his greatest asset as a principal to know what was going on in the school good or bad. He
stated:
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They will tell you what they really like and what intrigues them. The teachers will also
tell you what's going really good and what's intriguing to them. Then you have to look
and go in and see for yourself what is going on. That's usually the aspect we take.
He actively sought out and paid attention to what teachers and students were saying, and then
investigated it for himself. However, he was also reluctant to take their comments positively or
negatively, as good or bad, but used their comments as a starting point to investigate it further.
Mr. Scarborough was also very open to teachers expressing their views and opinions,
even when they challenged his own. He discussed his own experience growing up in a large
family and how as a family they often argued and fought, but that in the end they always
supported each other. He applied his family experience to how he managed his large school that
frequently had conflicting views. He confronted disagreements head on, and expected his
faculty and staff to do the same. Mr. Scarborough invited teachers to express their views and
challenge him, because he was going to challenge them. He desired real feedback from his staff
and believed that they needed to feel safe and comfortable to express their opinions without fear
of repercussions. He stated:
The rule of thumb is that you can come into my office and tell me anything, and if you
feel it's going to get personal or ugly we close the door. When the door opens, I am back
boss. I'm back principal, then it's my way. I've got some that take me up on it. So I
think you have to work on that climate with your teachers. You know they have to feel
comfortable to come in and vent and tell you, you know I don't like anything you're
doing.
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He also believed that being transparent and consistent in his conversations and actions was
essential to gaining honest feedback and trust from teachers, students, and parents. He believed
that people needed to feel comfortable in knowing who he was and what he was, and once they
did they trusted him. He thought that knowing what to expect out of someone was an important
component to fostering collective trust and was something he tried to practice.
When differences of opinions occurred between teachers in his school that required his
mediation, Mr. Scarborough confronted the differences head on by providing prompt mediation
between the teachers. In his mediation he reinforced the importance of open and honest
communication between both parties, and referred back to his family experience, whereby he
developed skills in managing conflicts between people. While mediating teacher conflicts, Mr.
Scarborough established clear ground rules where teachers understood that they were going to
communicate what they needed to say, talk through it together, and then talk it out. This meant
that once teachers voiced their differences, he expected them to move on from it. He stated:
Rule of thumb is, you come in and talk and when we're done you walk out as teachers
and colleagues. You don't have to like everything they're doing, but we are going to be
professional. So I am very engaging with that. I have no issues bringing in two adults
and saying you all got problems. I know you do. Now is your time, because I don't want
to hear another word about it from the kids or parents. So get it out in the open. It's been
successful. Our teachers handle it well. And usually they are appreciative of it after the
anger wears off.
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For Mr. Scarborough, confronting the issue head on, mediating the conflict to resolution, and
clearly communicating what he expected of them was how he handled differences of opinions
without destroying the diversity of opinions.
Similar to the other participants in the study, Mr. Scarborough was sensitive to teaching
and learning by having an open-door policy, whereby teachers could come in to his office or
approach him anytime to share their ideas, ask questions, and gain support. This was evident
throughout the duration of the interview, as the interview was interrupted numerous times by
teachers, administrators, and other staff members who needed information, wanted to ask a
question or share an idea. Mr. Scarborough wanted his faculty to come to him with any idea and
believed that there was no such thing as a bad idea, but ideas that just won’t work. However, he
was very cautious about how he handled the person who presented the idea, because he did not
want to inhibit their ideas from flourishing. Therefore, he careful worked with the individual to
think through their ideas and figure out ways they might work.
Mr. Scarborough was also sensitive to teaching and learning by working alongside his
teachers and challenging them to improve their practice, but he strongly believed that he was not
an expert on teaching and learning. Nor did he think it was important for him to be an expert as
a principal. Throughout the interview he indicated that he was no more the professional than his
teachers were and that he received the same type of education on teaching and learning as they
did. He stated:
If it were important I probably would have never been a principal. I think it is important
that you listen and watch and keep an open mind about what they're doing. To see where
their ship is heading. Then you just redirected the ship back on course. Because every
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teacher here has gone through a state-mandated university college, has passed their
exams, they are all professionals, they have the same ability and the same level of
education that I came out with, except I had endorsements.
According to Mr. Scarborough, teachers were viewed more as peers when it came to instruction,
and he believed that his teachers were the professionals and experts in their subject areas. He
was not removed from instruction, but was highly aware of what was going on in the classrooms
and how teachers were teaching. When instruction was not headed in the right direction he
quickly intervened and provided support, but his expectation was that they were the professionals
and he treated them as such. In addition, he perceived them as the instructional leaders of the
school and expected them to act like it. This also informed how he supported professional
development for his teachers.
In HCHS, outside of district-led professional development, professional development was
highly dictated by teachers. Teachers and department heads would come together and share with
him their professional development ideas. He would challenge them with questions and want
them to think through how the professional development would directly benefit their instruction,
and once they did, he helped them gain access to it. He believed that this would cause them to
dig deeper and really think through what they would be looking for and what they would be
doing. If the teacher could prove that it was beneficial, he enabled them to do it.
Mr. Scarborough was committed to and fostered resilience in his school by the ways in
which he managed student disruptions and teacher mistakes. When student disruptions occurred
in his school, he evaluated the disruption to determine what the best course of action was and
who to defer to for expertise. If a student caused a disruption in the classroom that inhibited
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teaching and learning, they were quickly removed and sent to ISS. He wanted to remove
disruptions as quickly as possible, so that the student disruptions would not continue and ruin the
entire instructional time. When a student was brought to ISS, he used it as an opportunity to
reteach to the student what their purpose was for being at school and he made it clear that it was
not to socialize, but to gain an education.
When teachers made mistakes, Mr. Scarborough discussed two types of teacher mistakes
common mistakes and critical mistakes. He described common mistakes as academic mistakes
with which he felt were the easiest to deal with. For common mistakes, he used direct
conversation with the teacher and focused the conversation around the standards they are
expected to teach and guided them through questions to help them understand their mistakes. He
did not just question them, but provided them clear guidance and support on what exactly to
improve. He believed that this helped his teachers learn from their mistakes and not repeat them.
Further, that his support helped develop resilience in his teachers to not give up when they made
a mistake and to learn and move on. He indicated that his teachers trusted him and knew that he
was going to confront them when they made a mistake, but that he also trusted them to confront
and support him when he made a mistake.
Mr. Scarborough described critical mistakes as potentially career-ending mistakes, and in
handling critical mistakes, he involved the director of schools and laid out a plan in closed-door
meetings with the teacher to discuss the mistake and to make sure that it was not repeated. For
both common and critical mistakes, Mr. Scarborough emphasized that they were a family at the
school and although they were confrontational, they cared about each other. He believed that
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this fostered resilience in his school, as his teachers knew that they were a family and even when
they made a mistake they would all learn from it and move on together.
Mr. Scarborough deferred to expertise in making decisions when problems occurred in
the school. He indicated that depending on the problem, he deferred decision-making
differently. If he determined that it was an instructional problem, then he might defer it to
teachers, instructional coaches, and others that may have more expert knowledge. If it were
major behavioral or legal problems, then he deferred to the administration of the school, as they
had more expertise on how to handle these types of problems.
When teachers needed help on how to improve their instructional practices, Mr.
Scarborough helped them connect to someone in the school or county that could help provide
them the support they needed. He stated:
I may not have every answer to every question immediately, but I can tell you that I will
find an answer to every question posed to me. So you need help in your physics because
you don't understand the quantum mathematics that is going on in it, I ain't going to help
them. But I'm going to find them somebody in this county that will come in and answer
those.
He also talked about the importance of being honest with teachers about his own limitations and
his own lack of background knowledge in every subject. He believed that being honest with
teachers, opened the door for both of them to begin searching for information until they found
answers to what they were looking for together. He indicated that there have been very few
questions that collectively they have not been able to find answers to.
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When asked about other leadership practices that he believed influenced how
mindfulness was practiced in his school, Mr. Scarborough highlighted building collective trust
between students, teachers, parents, and the local community. Mr. Scarborough believed that he
built trust with stakeholders through transparent and consistent leadership, whereby, stakeholders
knew who he was and trusted in the consistency of his leadership actions. Further, building a
family like culture in the school facilitated more mindful practices, as people felt like they could
voice their opinions freely, encourage each other, and enjoy their time together.
Theme Analysis in High-Performing Schools
Care
In these high-performing schools, principals were motivated to practice mindfulness by a
genuine care and concern for their students and teachers. Care influenced why and how these
individuals built relationships, fostered trust, supported and protected students and teachers,
enabled teachers, and cultivated happy school climates. Care motivated them to practice
mindfulness and lead in ways that promoted mindfulness in their schools. These school leaders
had a deep connection to the area and community from which they worked, as all of them grew
up in that community, attended the schools as students, became teachers in that county, and
eventually became head principals of the high schools. These principals had a deep
understanding of the people in their community and for them their job was personal. They
shared in the history and story of that rural community and were entrenched with feelings of
responsibility and care for the rural kids they served. Success and failure in their school was
much more than school evaluation and achievement scores, but was individually measured by
how well they cared for their students and teachers.
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Situational Awareness of the Organization
Situational awareness of the organization was another emerging theme that manifested in
the cross-categorical analysis. Principals in high-performing schools underscored the importance
of being aware of the school climate, whereby students and teachers were happy and felt
supported. Mrs. Taylor stated, “If there is one thing I could tell anybody, if you got a happy
staff, you got a happy school, you got happy kids, you got a successful school, then you are
going to be successful.” Mr. Maclean directly echoed this stating:
You just have to be aware of the people around you. Make sure that they are happy.
Like I told my assistant principal and some of the others for years, I said, happy teachers
are good teachers.
For these principals, being situationally aware of and fostering a happy workplace climate were
important leadership practices that influenced how mindfulness was practice in their schools.
From their perspective, happy teachers will be more mindful about students, their context, and
will be more successful at reaching every student.
Enabling Formalization & Low Centralization
Enabling formalization emerged in the cross-categorical theme analysis for principals in
high-performing schools. Enabling formalization in schools assists teachers in finding
innovative solutions to problems by promoting open communication, collaboration, and flexible
rules and procedures (Hoy, 2003). These principals perceived their teachers as professionals and
the instructional leaders of their schools. High-performing principals enabled teachers to engage
in open communication and collaborative networks inside and outside the school to grow
professionally. These principals did not strictly adhere to evaluation rubrics to drive
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instructional coaching, nor did they utilize the evaluation process to dictate professional
development in their schools. In contrast, they engaged their teachers in the conversation,
challenged them to find ways to improve their instruction, and guided them to organize their own
professional development.
These principals did not remove themselves from instruction or leave teachers alone in
the process, but actively engaged as a facilitator that removed barriers and provided resources to
enable them to discover solutions. These principals challenged their teachers and created school
cultures where ideas could flourish and teachers could do their jobs more effectively. Mr.
Scarborough stated:
You can come to me with any idea, I might laugh you out of here, but in the end they will
probably say yeah that's probably not a good idea and leave. There are no bad ideas, but
just ideas that won't work. So I don't ever say that's a bad idea. I will say, you know, I
don't think that will work this go around. Because if you keep ideas from fostering, if
you don't water the plant, it won't put out buds.
In addition, enabling formalization was also present in how they communicated with and
responded to students and parents. For instance, parents were also encouraged to share opinions
on school improvement, and the principals were equally as responsive to their ideas as they were
with teachers. In these schools the best ideas won, rather than adherence to a standardized
procedure, rule, policy, or even positional authority.
Coupled with enabling formalization, decision-making for these principals was less
centralized and principals deferred decision more to expertise than hierarchy. The principal,
teachers, school directors, and even students exercised decision-making power in appropriate
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situations that was pertinent to their role and expertise. These principals evaluated problems and
deferred to those with the most expert knowledge, regardless of where the individual was on the
hierarchical structure. Principals in high-performing schools deferred to supervisors, teachers,
and to other staff members when it came to legal, instructional, school level, and discipline
issues. These principals were cautious not delegate their responsibility to others, and took over
on decisions that they felt were their responsibility.
Principal Expertise
Principals in high-performing schools did not perceive themselves as the instructional
expert of their schools, but perceived their teachers as the experts. This emergent theme was
highlighted and underscored in every interview that was conducted. High-performing principals
all identified their own instructional limitations and lack of expertise in all subject areas, and as a
result, challenged their teachers to think critically about their instruction and collaborated with
them to find solutions. They provided teachers with collaborative opportunities and enabled
them to self-organize their own professional development. Principals in high-performing schools
had high expectations for their teachers and expected them to be the instructional experts in their
subject areas and set the pace for others. Principals discussed a high level of trust and
confidence in their teachers, and used their role as the principal to empower teachers to be the
instructional leaders in their schools.
Collective Trust
Collective trust was another theme that emerged in the interviews. Principals from highperforming schools repeatedly talked about building and maintaining collective trust between
students, teachers, parents, and the local community. These principals believed that all
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stakeholders in their community needed to trust them to be successful. Fostering faculty trust
was essential to their leadership practices, as these principals believed that it produced effective
two-way communication in a rural school. High-performing principals believed that open and
honest communication could not exist between teachers and the principal, if they did not trust
each other. Therefore, principals leveraged and fostered trust to enhance communication about
what was not working, learning from mistakes, expressing and challenging views, and deferring
to the expertise of others. In addition, principals underscored the importance of building parent
and community trust in a rural community, whereby they believed that their stakeholders trusted
that the school cared for their children and were serving students according to their values. For
these principals, collective trust was an essential component to how the school practiced
mindfulness and where other rural principals needed to be mindful.
Social-Emotional Learning & Competencies
Upon analyzing the categorical themes, social-emotional learning and competencies
manifested as an emerging cross-categorical theme among principals in high-performing schools.
Social-emotional learning is commonly broken down into five categories that the Collaborative
for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning (CASEL) has defined it as, “The process through
which children and adults understand and manage emotions, set and achieve positive goals, feel
and show empathy for others, establish and maintain positive relationships, and make responsible
decisions (2017, para 1). CASEL has promoted a widely used framework that identified five
core competencies for schools to prioritize: self-awareness, self-management, social awareness,
relationship skills, and responsible decision-making (CASEL, 2017, para 1).
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High-performing principals discussed a strong self-awareness of their own strengths and
limitations when it came to how they were reluctant to simplify, sensitive to teaching and
learning, and deferred to expertise in their schools. These principals elevated stakeholder voice
to determine what was going right or wrong in their schools, and fostered a climate of open
communication to encourage teachers to express their views even when they challenged their
own. These principals recognized their own limitations in these aspects and sought out
information from others to target their own limitations.
In addition, these principals were very self-aware of their own limitations and strengths.
They did not perceive themselves as the experts, but recognized their own strengths and offered
support when necessary. Lastly, these principals recognized their own strengths and limitations
when it came to decision-making in their schools. They had no problem deferring problems to
those with the most expertise and deferring teachers to other teachers and resources to help them
improve their teaching.
Principals in high-performing schools regulated their own stresses, impulses, and
frustrations so that they could more effectively reach their goals. Mrs. Taylor talked about
managing her own frustrations with students and teachers, so that they would not think that she
was mad at them, even if she was. She believed that it would be counterproductive for students
and teachers to think that she was upset with them and that it would impact their learning and
performance at school. Mr. Scarborough discussed maintaining consistency and self-control
when dealing with students, teachers, and parents. He managed his own emotions to make better
judgments and to mediate conflicts between teachers. Mr. Maclean also discussed managing his
own stress and emotions, when he took full responsibility for a problem he had nothing to do
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with before the school board regardless of how he felt. He believed that despite how he felt
about the situation, it was more important for him to protect his teachers and further develop
trust with them.
Every high-performing principal discussed a high degree of social awareness, whereby
they emphasized understanding the perceptions of others, putting themselves in others’ shoes,
and showing empathy. All principals discussed the importance of being aware of student,
teacher, parent, and community perceptions and how perceptions do not always align with what
was actually going on in the school. The principals talked about making sure that all of their
stakeholders understood that they cared about the students and that what they were doing as a
school was best for students. The principals were highly sensitive to how they were perceived
by students and teachers in their schools, and believed that knowing student and teacher
perceptions helped the principal appropriately provide support.
Mr. Maclean, Mrs. Taylor, and Mr. Scarborough all had a strong understanding of what
their students were going through outside of school and allowed that to inform their leadership
practices. Understanding the perceptions of students and knowing where they’re coming from
was vital for these principals and they encouraged their teachers to practice the same kind of
awareness and empathy. Practicing social awareness towards students was not the only priority
for these principals, but they emphasized being socially aware of the teachers in their schools.
They understood that their teachers had personal problems, desired to be successful, and were
trying to manage overwhelming teaching pressures in regards to state accountability systems and
student achievement. These principals empathized with their teachers and provided them with
personal support and tried to alleviate pressures so that they could do their jobs more effectively.
148

Principals in the high-performing schools discussed having strong trusting relationships
with their students and teachers, relationships that afforded them with the ability to communicate
more effectively. Building relationships was the strongest emerging theme that surfaced
amongst all the categorical themes. Principals prioritized cultivating meaningful relationships,
which attributed to building trust and enabling effective two-way communication in their
schools.
Finally, the principals evaluated and made decisions based upon what they believed was
in the best interest of the student. The principals indicated that rural principals had to have
expectations and make responsible decisions that helped rural students be successful after they
graduated. High-performing principals believed that rural principals needed to have expectations
for rural students that far exceeded state expectations, and that they needed to make decisions
based upon what was best in the long term for a rural student. For these high-performing
principals, their job was not just about equipping students for college, but was about preparing
rural students to enter the world with the necessary skills to be successful.
Findings in Low-Performing Schools
Gee Creek High School
Gee Creek High School (GCHS) is located in northeast Tennessee near the Cherokee and
Great Smoky Mountain National Parks. The principal of GCHS, Mr. Casey Cravens, has three
years of experience as head principal and two years as an assistant principal at GCHS. Mr.
Cravens described mindfulness as having a growth mindset and situational awareness. To him,
situational awareness was about being aware of quality of the school and more specifically, the
different personalities, ability levels, and implementation efforts of teachers. He stated:
149

Because again, to me one of those things that comes with situational awareness is all of
times, implementation, adopters, who your adopters are going to be, who your laggers are
going to be, who your race horses are going to be, and so it’s just, I just believe that a
school leader has to continually be juggling all those personalities at one time and try to
be aware of where people are, what they are feeling, what they are thinking, and what
they are needing.
Mr. Cravens believed that situational awareness or mindfulness of school quality was important
to the mission and vision of GCHS as it assisted them in identifying successful and unsuccessful
students. In practicing mindfulness, Mr. Cravens indicated that being a fairly inexperienced
principal has opened his eyes to how unaware he initially was to how teachers felt and perceived
him. When his role changed from assistant principal to head principal, he was situationally
unaware that teachers perceived him differently in the new role and that he could not socialize
with them the way he previously did. He believed that his lack of situational awareness early on,
created major challenges from which he was still trying to rebound. Mr. Cravens discussed
utilizing his past experience and failures during his first year as principal as motivation for
practicing situational awareness of school quality. He stated, “That has really motivated me.
Unfortunately, I am motivated by failure.”
After his first year as principal, Mr. Cravens attempted to practice more situational
awareness by utilizing quarterly staff surveys and formalized leaderships structures to solicit
input from his faculty on school processes and his own leadership practices. He thought that
these quarterly “checks” brought to light information, staff feelings, and improved
communication in his school.
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Although Mr. Craven’s believed that he was practicing mindfulness, he did not think that
the majority of his teachers and departments heads practiced situational awareness in the way he
perceived it. He stated:
I fear that they don’t. I fear that they have blinders on, particularly at the high school
level. We are all about content, we are all about getting through it, we are all about doing
this by the end of the class period, and they are not mindful of their students, their
students’ needs, their students feelings, their students differing abilities. Of their
colleagues, because we are departmentalized at the high school level, one department
kind of is not necessarily mindful of how the other departments are thinking or feeling.
Mr. Cravens believed that his faculty had blinders on, were resistant to change, guilty of
groupthink, and needed to change their myopic view of the school. In addition, he thought that
his teachers were so focused on their content areas, that they were not mindful of student needs,
feelings, and abilities. Although he was planting seeds and making baby steps with his teachers
to improve mindful practices, he was not confident that it was working school-wide.
He believed that it was important for rural secondary school principals to be situationally
aware of stakeholder perceptions and how the school’s pursuit of excellence was being
perceived. He stated:
So I just think that, you know, there is the pursuit of excellence as far as TN Ready
measures it, but then there is also the pursuit of excellence as to how it is perceived by
your stakeholders. All stakeholders. So yeah, you’ve got to be mindful of that,
frequently.

151

Further, that rural principals needed to be mindful of teacher capacity and experience in rural
settings. He discussed finding ways to challenge teachers professionally and build their teaching
capacity, but he was unsure if his own efforts were working in his school.
Mr. Cravens discussed two key forms of failure at GCHS that he focused on: low student
achievement and low teaching evaluations. For Mr. Cravens, failure for students included
academic failure, attendance, and social interactions with peers and adults. Although, Mr.
Cravens did not elaborate, throughout the interview student achievement on standardized tests
was how failure was perceived for students and teachers in his school. Further, teacher failure
was highly centered on low teaching evaluations according to the Tennessee Educator
Acceleration Model (TEAM) General Educator Rubrics. In addition to these two measures, Mr.
Cravens identified social interactions, time management, professionalism, and meeting deadlines
as other teacher failures that he experiences in his school.
Mr. Cravens paid attention to and monitored these types of failures by utilizing data from
standardized tests, formal teaching evaluations, and informal classroom observations. He closely
monitored teachers who were delinquent on professional responsibilities and deadlines and used
directive leadership and conversations to address these issues. In these direct conversations,
Cravens focused on areas of improvement with teachers by asking them pre-planned guiding
questions, to lead them through a “type of recall analysis.” Mr. Cravens thought that teachers in
his school came to their own realizations of what they were doing wrong and how to improve
their practice through the guiding questions. He stated:
I ask them questions. I kind of think about what I see as concerns or areas to improve.
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I also look at things that they are really good at. I start with that, then I ask them a series
of questions, kind of recall analysis, but I lead them through their own recall analysis and
try to lead them through questioning to their own realization of what might have been a
different way of doing something.
In addition to guiding questions, Mr. Cravens indicated that he also utilized his positional power
as the principal, in dealing with those still hesitant to change their instruction or fulfill their
professional responsibilities. When guiding questions did not work he stated:
And again sometimes you have those teachers with whom you have to be direct.
Directive leadership is kind of used because they have to have a brick fall on their head.
Or they are delinquent and it’s gotten to the point to where it’s unacceptable and there is
no more coaching involved, it is because I said so. You will do this because I said so.
Pulling from his experience as a first-year principal, Mr. Cravens indicated that he is still
trying to figure out how to determine when things are going right or wrong in his school, and
how not to simplify problems or solutions. He relied heavily on staff surveys and the feedback
he received from his leadership team to be more reluctant to simplify problems and solutions. In
addition, department representatives on the leadership team were used to manage differences of
opinions between teachers or departments in the school and to relay information from him. He
suggested that any issues that arose are hashed out and resolved through his leadership team, but
he tried to incorporate larger group settings to present ideas and to gain consensus.
These formal communication channels were used for teachers to express their views to
Mr. Cravens with anonymity. He believed that these formal communication structures and staff
surveys helped him pinpoint what was really going on in the school, but he was very removed
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from the direct line of communication between the teachers and the principal. Mr. Cravens said
that he did not directly confront or talk to his teachers about their concerns, or how he was
addressing their opinions, but rather that he tried to address them in his actions. Teachers in his
school had to interpret his actions and the school procedures as ways their views were being
addressed.
Mr. Cravens indicated that he was sensitive to teaching and learning by being accessible
to support teaching and learning through an open-door policy. Regardless of how busy he was,
he suggested that he always stopped what he was doing to provide teachers with his undivided
attention. Although he briefly talked about being in the hallways to greet students and faculty,
he spent more time discussing how he was accessible to conduct classroom observations and
teacher evaluations. Although his goal was to be in classrooms every day, unforeseen inhibitors
and administrative responsibilities often disrupted his schedule and took him away from being
fully accessible to his teachers.
Mr. Cravens believed that as a principal, being an expert on teaching and learning was
invaluable and the primary role of the principal. As the instructional leader, it was his
responsibility to ensure that teachers were teaching effectively and constantly improving their
teaching practice to ensure kids were succeeding. Mr. Cravens believed that although he did not
have a background in every subject area, his pedagogical expertise afforded him the authority
and relevance to coach teachers in any subject. He stated:
It is invaluable. It is the most important thing. You know if one is a strong instructional
strategist, if one understands the basics of research strategies, if one truly has pedagogical
knowledge, then one is able to put that knowledge into any context... And I can learn
154

enough from observing the classroom that I can make that relevant in our discussion and
something that that teacher can relate to and see the value of. I try to do it in the context
of the content for a teacher.
His role as the instructional leader was to continually challenge teachers to improve their
teaching practice and to increase their individual level of effectiveness scores. Further, he was
also sensitive to teaching by the ways in which he supported the professional development of
teachers in his school.
As the instructional leader, Mr. Cravens utilized data from teaching evaluations and his
instructional coach to guide professional development. Mr. Cravens used the evaluation process
and informal classroom observations to help teachers set personal improvement goals, provide
feedback, and to provide monthly in-house professional development trainings. These in-house
professional development opportunities were focused on personalized improvement goals and
were led by the instructional coach or Mr. Cravens himself. Teachers had very little input and
involvement in their professional development, outside of being the recipients.
When problems occurred in the school that disrupted instruction, Mr. Cravens analyzed
the root cause of the problem to determine if it was a teacher or student problem. He first
examined the instructional practices of the teacher to determine if instructional inadequacies or
poor classroom management were causing the disruptions. If it was a continual problem that a
student was having in a class, he provided further instructional coaching to the teacher on student
engagement, classroom and behavioral management, and the quality of questioning in instruction
to contain and reduce the frequencies of the behavioral issue. From Mr. Cravens’ perspective,
most of the root causes of problems in his school were teacher problems. He said:
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And so if there are continual disruptions, we may talk to teachers about being better
managers of time. Not giving students dead time, not watching your transitions, giving
them tips about those types of things. Say, hey as soon as they step into the room, have
something on the screen for them to do so they know that learning begins as soon as they
step into the room…they should never be just sitting. Everything should be purposeful.
His expectation was that instructional disruptions were mostly teacher related, and that the
teacher had to remove himself or herself from the problem before he took administrative action
toward the student. Teachers had to demonstrate that they were providing high quality
instruction and if they could do this, then he moved forward on student behavioral plans and
contracts to stop the issue from exacerbating. He stated, “If the teacher has eliminated
themselves from the problem, and they have done everything that they can, then we look at the
student and consider behavior plans, behavior contracts, and, of course, we involve parents as
soon as we possibly can.”
To encourage resilience in his schools, Mr. Cravens discussed being solutions-oriented
and provided teachers pre-planned questions to guide them through recall analysis to help them
learn from their mistakes, so they would not be repeated. Although Mr. Cravens believed this
was an effective practice in helping his teachers learn from mistakes, he perceived some of his
teachers as being incapable of learning and should not be teachers at all. He stated:
But honestly, there are some teachers that probably need to consider a different
profession. I mean, I think that, you know we have an academic coach, and truly the
coaching that we do with the teachers, if they can’t find a way to be successful
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collectively, together, collaboratively we cannot find a way for them to be successful, it
then becomes an issue where the teacher may need more intensive help.
Mr. Cravens statements not only displayed a lack of confidence in some of his teachers, but
suggested that the instructional coaching they provided was so comprehensive, that if a teacher
was repeating mistakes with the coaching, then they needed to consider another profession or
receive more intensive intervention. The coaching that he discussed did not mention how he
encouraged teachers to not give up when problems occurred, but was focused on identifying the
problem and outlining what they needed to do to fix it.
When problems occurred in GCHS, Mr. Cravens did not defer decision-making to
expertise, but to hierarchy. Decision-making was left to his direct supervisors and to his own
positional power as the principal. Teachers at GCHS had very little involvement in school-wide
decision-making and only teachers on the leadership team were given opportunities to share their
opinions and expertise. However, he perceived these individuals as not practicing mindfulness
and even accused them of groupthink. Further, when disruptions to instruction occurred, he
deferred to his expertise or to the expertise of the instructional coach, and not to his teachers. He
did not believe that his teachers had the instructional capacity to identify and resolve their
instructional and classroom behavioral problems, nor how to improve their own instructional
practices.
Therefore, he and the instructional coach determined when teachers needed information
and how they were going to receive it. He utilized information from the TEAM General
Educators Rubric to provide them with support and indicated that it was his responsibility to
communicate to teachers areas of instructional refinement. When asked about other leadership
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practices that he thought influenced how mindfulness was practiced in his school, Mr. Cravens
talked about his role in creating a culture of success in the school that validated student and
teacher performance. He felt that as the principal, it was important for him to make people feel
validated and through that validation, success became contagious for other teachers and students.
MacKaye High School
MacKaye High School (MHS) is a mid-state high school named after Benton MacKaye,
an American forester and conservationist. MHS is the only high school in the county and is led
by Dr. Jessie Burns who has nine years of experience as a head principal. Dr. Burns confidently
believed that she practiced mindfulness in her leadership and perceived it as having a keen
situational awareness of the goals they are trying to accomplish as a school, being aware of their
shortcomings, and how to address them. Further, she described mindfulness as bringing this
awareness to others so they can act and fix things themselves.
Mindfulness to me indicates awareness. Are we aware of what it is we're trying to
accomplish? Yes. Has everyone been acquainted with what the goals are and what it is
we are trying to accomplish? Yes, we are. So I think that's the long and the short of what
we're trying to do, the directions we’re trying to head. We are in varying degrees buying
into the process that I find important.
Throughout the interview, Dr. Burns underscored mindfulness as being situationally aware of
their organizational inadequacies and shortcomings, and in her school, she believed that they
were primarily instructional. She stated, “Look, it's all about mindfulness. It's all about being
aware of what you need and what you don't have. And what you need to do in order to get it.”
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She believed that mindfulness practices assisted her in understanding school
improvement needs and enabled her to make intelligent decisions on how to improve. She
stated, “If you’re a school that's in need of improvement, the first thing you better do is figure
out what it is you're doing and, if you're in a hole, stop digging. So yeah, I think it's a great use
of educational time.” Dr. Burns believed that as a school, these mindful practices ensured that
rural students were ready to be reliable and productive citizens, along with being prepared to
enter a postsecondary institution or the job market.
She practiced this type of situational awareness by utilizing data to determine the needs
of the school and using that data to make decisions to turn things around. From Dr. Burns’
perspective, it was her responsibility to make her staff more mindful, and bring them to more
situational awareness of their needs. Dr. Burns believed that other rural principals needed to be
aware of how to grow individuals, build professional relationships, and how to overcome
disadvantaged backgrounds through a no excuse culture. She stated:
I think that sometimes you can take that into account. Let’s be honest. You’ve got some
kids that have academic difficulties that come from a rural impoverished background.
And you’ve got other kids that come from an impoverished urban background without a
single parent in the household. The fact is I could go on and on with that, but the fact is
that whatever their difficulty is and their background you need to be able to say hey, I
need to meet the student where they are and I need to stair step and scaffold my
instruction to the point where we are engaging the student and their effort to the greatest
extent possible.
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Although Dr. Burns briefly discussed the importance of knowing the situation and context of her
students, she was not mindful of their backgrounds and did not allow that to influence what she
was doing at school. She believed that students did not need the school to make excuses for
them, but they needed them to meet them where they were academically, scaffold instruction,
and push engagement. In considering her teachers, Dr. Burns did not think that her teachers
were practicing mindfulness in the way and to the extent that she described. However, she
thought that they were slowly learning to be more mindful and were going through a growing
process towards mindfulness.
Dr. Burns was highly focused on failure and perceived it primarily academically: grades,
achievement on standardized tests, accumulation of course credits, and graduation rates. She
attributed a lack of effort and bad attitudes as avenues that lead students to fail in her school. For
teachers, failure was low performance on teaching evaluations, low student achievement data,
and unmet expectations according to TVAAS. For Dr. Burns, these failures were indicators of
instructional shortcomings, misalignment, and ineffective practice. She stated:
Let’s face it. Alignment married to effective practice should lead to higher test scores.
It’s one of those things that if, you’ve got your teachers who have effective practice, but
they are teaching the wrong things. Well, they are going to end up low on TVAAS. But
if you have teachers that are working to improve their practice and their instruction is
aligned then they’re increasing their chances to do well with their kids by making sure
that they are exposing their kids to material that will be on the state assessments.
Dr. Burns incorporated the evaluation process, benchmarking, classroom observations,
and guidance counselors to identify and monitor failure in her school. She had a strong belief in
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the teacher evaluation process and the rubric used to evaluate teachers in Tennessee. She
monitored instructional failure based upon this evaluation process, along with informal
classroom observations. She stated:
So do I take their backgrounds into account, sure, but the standards don’t change. So
we’ve got to make sure that we are stretching our kids as far as we can. And I think that
the best way to do that is to make sure that questioning is aligned and that it is
appropriate to the level of achievement that the kids already exhibited and grow from
there.
Dr. Burns believed that she was responsible for student achievement and that she had to ensure
that teachers in her school aligned their instructional practices to evaluation guidelines and to the
state assessments. In addition, she utilized benchmarking to track student progress towards
TVAAS projections, and when students were not progressing she provided immediate coaching
to underperforming teachers.
Dr. Burns viewed the evaluation process as an integral part of helping teachers
understand what was not working in the classroom, and used it to identify misaligned instruction.
She paid especially close attention to teachers and classrooms that had end of course tests
(EOCs) throughout the year and wanted to make sure that these teachers were using aligned and
effective instructional practices. She provided these teachers with more classroom observations
and feedback than other teachers, and believed it would produce the biggest improvements with
the least amount of effort. She stated:
Nowadays with the level of expectation being so much higher, you have to figure out
how in the world can I get the biggest improvement with the smallest amount of effort.
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And nine times out of ten what I told the teachers my first year here at MHS, is that I was
going to zero in on the types of questions that were going to guide the instructional
process and questioning is a big part of the TEAM rubric.
Dr. Burns strongly perceived herself as the instructional expert in her school and indicated that
she drew her expertise from the TEAM General Educators Rubric.
Dr. Burns simplified when things were going right or wrong in her school according to
benchmarking data. She prioritized progress monitoring to determine if the school was going in
the right direction and paid less attention to the climate and culture of the school. Further, she
closely monitored teacher performance according to the evaluation process to determine if her
teachers were improving in areas in which she was coaching them. Teacher performance on the
formal evaluation process and benchmarking were the only two mechanisms from which she
determined if things were going right or wrong in the school and she did not consider teacher
perspectives. When teachers challenged her views, Dr. Burns utilized her people skills to give
her an advantage over her teachers and to develop more respect so they would listen to her. She
held the belief that she was the instructional expert, and wanted teachers to follow her
instructional guidance “without question.” She indicated that when teachers followed her
instructional guidance without question, then they achieved greater levels of student success,
higher evaluation scores, and felt greater efficacy.
Dr. Burns believed that as an administrator, she needed to be found blameless in how she
handled and communicated with challenging teachers to demonstrate to her supervisors that she
handled situations correctly. She was more concerned with protecting her own credibility before
her supervisor, then genuinely supporting her faculty. She said:
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Ok, and administrators need to be the same way. Be found blameless, so if someone
above you comes to you and says what’s going on here? You say, well I have tried
speaking with this individual, I’ve tried working with them, I’ve tried to sit down and
provide one-on-one assistance with them, or whatever the difficulty is. Then the people
above you say what are we talking about here? What else could you have done? Then all
eyes are on the individual that you are working with.
When differences of opinions occurred between teachers in her school, Dr. Burns
discussed four approaches she utilized to manage the differences without destroying the diversity
of opinions: listening to both sides, making them feel heard, using policy to resolve issues,
involving her supervisor, and results. She believed that if people felt like she was listening to
them, then many times even if they did not agree with her, they would do what she asked of
them. However, she indicated that when that did not work, she immediately went to her
supervisor to communicate the issue and to show that she did everything she could to help the
individual. As a last resort she then decided whether or not to remove the person entirely, or to
isolate their influence by getting everyone else on board to make them feel isolated. She
believed that if disagreements were a matter of policy, then policy resolved differences because
it must be followed. Lastly, Dr. Burns believed that student achievement data often resolved
instructional conflicts between teachers in her school.
Dr. Burns was not as accessible to support teaching and learning as she wanted to be.
She indicated that she was often inaccessible due to administrative demands that required her
attention and although she had an open-door policy, it was mainly used by parents concerned
with student disciplinary issues. She was highly sensitive to parental concerns and wanted to
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make sure that she was always accessible when they entered the building. Throughout the
interview she repeatedly discussed evaluations and classroom observations, and it was apparent
that she supported teaching and learning through the evaluation process and by providing
teachers with detailed observational feedback.
Dr. Burns believed that it was important for principals to be the expert on teaching and
learning, and indicated that she had enough instructional expertise to recognize good teaching
and provide guidance. Dr. Burns perceived herself as the instructional leader of her school, and
strongly believed her expertise was aligned to standards and effective practice. As the
instructional leader, she actively engaged in professional development, standards training with
teachers, and learned alongside teachers to gain a better understanding of their subject areas. In
addition, she determined what their professional development needs were and utilized detailed
needs-assessments of her teachers and evaluation scores to determine their professional
development. According to Dr. Burns, aligning teacher professional development to the
evaluation rubric and state assessment was her responsibility. Teachers had little to no input
over professional development.
Dr. Burns believed that her fair-minded discipline structure helped teachers commit to
resilience when problems occurred that disrupted instruction. She stated:
When you have a fair-minded discipline structure, enforced by a compassionate,
interested person who develops relationships based on mutual respect and dignity and
honor and all of those characteristics that we all find admirable. When you’ve had a
classroom disruption, a lot of the time people just get right back on board and do what it
is you need to do in the first place.
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However, when teachers made mistakes in the school, she carefully managed her response, tone,
and voice in communicating with the teacher about the mistake. She explained the importance of
keeping accurate and factual records of her communication with teachers that made mistakes,
just in case she needed to protect herself before her supervisor and to show evidence that she
handled the mistake correctly. Dr. Burns did not talk about how she helped teachers learn from
their mistakes so that they won’t be repeated, but how her communication safeguards protected
her own credibility.
Dr. Burns did not defer decision-making to expertise, but to the hierarchical structure of
the school system. When school-level problems occurred, she made the decision or deferred to
the central office. She commonly sought out information from the central office to make sure
her decision-making aligned with what her supervisors thought. In regard to instruction, when
teachers needed information on how to improve their instruction, Dr. Burns deferred to herself to
provide them with expertise according to the evaluation rubric and to help them analyze and
interpret data. Dr. Burns believed that taking care of relationships and bringing awareness to
organizational needs were other leadership practices that influenced how mindfulness was
practiced in her school. She believed that as a principal, she had a responsibility to bring
awareness to her faculty and staff of what their needs are and how they were going to meet these
needs.
Appalachia High School
Situated in southeast Tennessee, Appalachia High School (AHS) is a large consolidated
high school near the borders of North Carolina, South Carolina, and Georgia. Mr. Rex Gudgel, a
native to southeast Tennessee has 15 years of head principal experience with eight of those years
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at AHS. Mr. Gudgel described mindfulness as having situational awareness of teachers and
students in the school, and their openness to change. For Mr. Gudgel, this meant knowing what
students and teachers needed, listening to them, and being aware of how open his teachers were
to change initiatives from the central office. He stated:
We've been going through change this year with our district because we changed
directors of schools and when you change directors everything changes. But I just think
being open to anything, being open to change, being able to listen, knowing what people
want and need…
Mr. Gudgel believed that he had a long history of practicing this type of mindfulness and his
motivation stemmed from a desire to continually learn and grow as a principal. Mr. Gudgel
believed that rural principals needed to be mindful about the academic and college and career
needs of their students and how to get them into a postsecondary institution. Building
constructive local partnerships between the school, community organizations, and businesses
were other mindful practices he identified as important for rural principals. Mr. Gudgel believed
that some of his teachers practiced mindfulness, but that many of his older teachers and those
nearing retirement did not practice mindfulness to the extent that he described. Mr. Gudgel
indicated that no matter how much information and support he provided teachers, some of his
older teachers would never put mindfulness into practice.
Mr. Gudgel described failure as low academic achievement on standardized tests and he
focused on and monitored failure by evaluating the data on standardized assessment data. He
waited on state released test scores to determine if the school failed or succeeded, and to decide
what they needed to prioritized in the upcoming year. To support teachers, Mr. Gudgel utilized
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formal and informal evaluations to help teachers understand what might not be working in their
classrooms. Further, he collaborated with his instructional coach and assistant principals to
conduct classroom observations, identify needs, and to provide further instructional coaching to
struggling teachers. He stated:
We look at what the teachers are doing, basically their evaluation, what they're doing in
the classroom. It's not where we go in one time, I mean it's what we do as far as
principals, we go in, like today I may go do the math wing, and somebody else goes into
the English wing, different subjects. And at the end of the week we sit down and say ok,
this is what we saw in this classroom. What are you seeing? Because everybody is
seeing something differently.
As a leadership team, they prioritized classroom management and academic feedback as things
to look for instructionally. Instructional leadership and coaching were highly centralized in
AHS, whereby the administrators and instructional coach provided instructional expertise to
teachers and guided them on improvement.
Mr. Gudgel was not reluctant to simplify in determining when things were going right or
wrong in the school and he relied on teachers and his instructional coach to relay information to
him. He stated, “It’s kind of easy to figure out. Teachers will let you know. Especially my
instructional coach. I have a great instructional coach.” Mr. Gudgel waited for his instructional
coach to bring information to his attention, and relied on her to relay what teachers were thinking
and feeling. He indicated that as the principal he was often the last to know what was going on
in the school, and that if teachers or the instructional coach did not tell him otherwise, he
assumed that things were going well.
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Mr. Gudgel emphasized that he was always open to teachers expressing their views and
that he tried to listen to their perspectives, because they often had good ideas. He said:
I just let them know that I am open to anything. I let them know real quick that you can't
hurt my feelings. I have been doing this for 32 years. I've been in administration for 20
years. You can't hurt my feelings. You know sometimes, they challenge you and it's
good to be challenged because it makes you think. Sometimes they are right. Just
because I'm saying hey this is what we need to do, they may know better.
Mr. Gudgel indicated that he was not threatened or offended when teachers expressed their
views, and highlighted in the interview the importance of listening. Although, he believed that
teachers in his school trusted him to openly voice their opinions, the large size of the school
made it difficult for him to listen to everyone.
Mr. Gudgel was sensitive to teaching and learning by being accessible to teachers
through an open-door policy, where teachers could come in any time of the day to ask questions
and gain support. However, he indicated that he was rarely in his office, because he was
frequently monitoring the halls, talking to students, and teachers. In addition, Mr. Gudgel
believed that it was important that he and the other administrators were experts on teaching and
learning. The administrative team was perceived as the instructional experts of the school and
from his perspective, it was essential for the administration to have a command of the
educational standards and best practices. He stated:
Oh, you need to be, in high school the principal and assistant principal need to be. It is
knowing your standards in all the subjects that we do teach. You need to be familiar with

168

them. I use a common core app where I can go in and kind of look and see. And it's
important to know, you can recognize good teaching.
In addition to knowing the standards, Mr. Gudgel actively read and sought out information from
other administrators, training seminars, and conferences to improve his own instructional
expertise. He believed that this enabled him to identify high quality and low quality teaching in
his school and better support teachers.
Mr. Gudgel was also sensitive to teaching and learning by being in charge of organizing
professional development for teachers according to student achievement data on standardized
tests. He used this data as a resource to determine which specific kinds of professional
development his staff needed and since the school was underperforming in math, much of their
professional development was customized to and focused on increasing math scores. Further, he
relied on his instructional coach to lead and facilitate in-house professional development for his
teachers. Professional development at AHS was administratively led and strictly focused on
improving performance on standardized assessments.
Mr. Gudgel tried to foster resilience in his school by managing student behavior, medical
lockdowns, and testing disruptions. When minor behavioral problems occurred, Mr. Gudgel
relied on teachers to solve the issue themselves, but if the problem elevated to the point where a
teacher could not teach, then he would have the student removed from the classroom. He did not
explain to where the student was removed, or if there was a structure or plan in place when those
instances occurred. He discussed in greater detail medical lockdowns, whereby the school would
go on frequent school-wide lockdowns when a student was hurt or needed some type of medical
attention. Although Mr. Gudgel believed state testing was another major disruption to learning,
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he wanted his teachers and administrators to be flexible during testing weeks, when class sizes
were reduced and their schedule was changed.
Mr. Gudgel believed that he helped build resilience in his teachers when they made
mistakes by sitting down with teachers and having direct conversations about their mistakes. He
led teachers through a series of thoughtful questions to identify what the teachers did wrong, and
how teachers could fix their own mistakes. Mr. Gudgel said:
You talk about it; how could you do it differently? What should you have done? That's
the first thing I say, what should you've done? You know you talk about it. What should
you have done? How could you have handled it differently? What will you do next time
if this happens again? You know, you have to talk it out. Really, you ask a lot of
questions and you let them figure it out.
Although Mr. Gudgel knew what the teacher did wrong and what the solution was, he wanted
them to think through their mistakes and figure out their own solutions.
Mr. Gudgel did not defer to expertise, but deferred decision-making to hierarchy. School
level or instructional problems were deferred to the administration or instructional coach of the
school. He explained how he met frequently with these individuals to discuss problems they
were seeing in the school and to generate ideas on how to fix them. In addition, he talked about
seeking out information and deferring decision-making to other principals in the district and to
his direct supervisor. Although he gained information from strong teachers about instructional
issues, and listened to their ideas, decision-making was still highly centralized. Based upon the
interview, strong teachers simply provided information and insights that may have informed his
decision-making, but ultimately he made the final decision in the end. He deferred to his
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instructional coach to help teachers improve and talked about having Level 4 and 5 teachers
conduct classroom observations and communicate what they perceived to the administration, but
they did not play an active role in coaching teachers.
Mr. Gudgel believed that relationship building, providing instructional coaching, and
being open to change were other leadership practices that influenced how mindfulness was
practiced in his school. He believed that being open and willing to change as a school leader
influenced how his teachers replicated that same openness to change. He also talked about the
power of questioning teachers and reflective practices to bring them to their own self-awareness
and through that practice, teachers were more mindful about their shortcomings and how to
improve them.
Theme Analysis in Low-Performing Schools
Care
In low-performing schools, principals were highly motivated to practice mindfulness by
student achievement and by a fear of failure. These individuals were most concerned with
underperforming on state assessments, and being perceived as ineffective by their supervisors.
In the low-performing schools, principals paid close attention to student and teacher failure, and
prioritized the TEAM evaluation rubric and their own expertise to turn their schools around.
Principals spoke less about a concern for students, and more about how they thought they were
improving teaching and learning in their schools as the instructional leader. Further, these
principals spoke in great detail about how they utilized the evaluation process to support
teachers, but they did not discuss having personal connections with their teachers. Instead,
principals were focused on performance and evaluation scores.
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Situational Awareness of the Organization
Situational awareness of academic, instructional, and professional shortcomings was
another theme that emerged in the analysis. Principals in the low-performing schools perceived
mindfulness as having situational awareness, but a situational awareness of their organizational
shortcomings plaguing the school. The principals had to be highly mindful of the instructional
and professional inadequacies of their teachers and viewed their schools from a deficit
perspective. Their responsibility was to be aware of their shortcomings and use them to drive
school goals and practices.
Formalization and Centralization
School structures move along a continuum between enabling and hindering, and are
moved along this continuum by the extent to which the school is formalized and centralized
(Hoy, 2003). Hoy (2003) described formalization as “…the extent to which the organization has
written rules, regulations, procedures, and policies” (p. 88). In schools, formalized processes
impact work place practices and depending on their design features and implementation, can be
either enabling or coercive (Adler & Borys, 1996). Coercive formalization constrains
subordinates into blind compliance and obedience to formal school routines, which disrupts twoway communication, trust, and innovation (Hoy, 2003).
Principals in low-performing schools utilized formalized practices that coerced teachers
into compliance, rather than enabling them. The principals utilized formalized evaluation and
observation practices to evaluate, instruct, and coerce their teachers into instructional
compliance. Situating themselves as the instructional experts, principals in the low-performing
schools prioritized aspects of the TEAM rubric to build consensus amongst teaching instruction
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to direct professional development around these formalized teaching procedures. Teachers were
repeatedly evaluated, coached, and questioned on instructional components, and if they did not
comply, principals utilized their positional power and authority to coerce them into following.
Further, principals perceived their teachers from a deficit perspective, whereby
instructional quality was to blame for the school’s underperformance. Therefore, the principals
were committed to the formalized evaluation process, along with their own classroom
observations, to coerce teachers into changing their practices. The principals were less
concerned about cultivating relationships with their teachers, and more concerned about ensuring
their instruction and assessments were aligned to state assessments and the TEAM rubric.
In addition to coercive formalization, the principals in the low-performing schools were
highly centralized and used autocratic decision-making. Hoy (2003) described highly centralized
decision-making as placing the responsibility in the hands of a few and adhering to the hierarchy
of authority in which decision-making flows top down and follows a chain of command. This
hindering form of centralization can obstruct innovation and motivate resistance amongst
teachers, when principals control their teaching autocratically and coerce them to fulfill
formalized processes, opposed to enabling them to make independent judgments (Hoy, 2003;
Hoy et al., 1983). In the low-performing schools, principals discussed their leadership
autocratically, whereby decision-making adhered to hierarchical authority. As the instructional
experts and leaders of their schools, the principal and the instructional coach controlled
instructional decision-making on all levels. Teachers were pressured to satisfy their instructional
initiatives and priorities, rather than independently making instructional judgments based upon
the needs of their students. Effective instruction was highly formalized and authoritatively
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managed through positional power, rather than enabling. This was evident when Dr. Burns
reflected on helping an underperforming teacher who sought out her help and stated:
I am so tired, please help me. And I said ok, here is what I want you to do, I want to help
you, but I want you to do what I ask you to do without question. Can you make that
agreement with me?
In this school, the principal not only believed that she was the expert, but that her subordinates
needed to follow without question.
In addition to instructional decision-making, the principals were highly centralized in the
ways in which they communicated with teachers. In Mr. Cravens’ school, communication
followed a clear chain of command where his leadership team relayed information top down to
teachers and teachers relayed information up through the channels of the leadership team.
Teachers did not have direct access to the principal to communicate their opinions or views, but
had to go through mediators. Finally, the principals were highly centralized in deferring up to
their supervisors. The principals actively sought out information from their supervisors and
deferred to their positional authority on school level decision-making. The principals wanted to
ensure that they were following protocols and managing circumstances in compliance to their
supervisors. These individuals were highly sensitive to protecting their own credibility and
changing their schools the way their supervisors saw fit. Further, they prioritized decisionmaking that strictly complied with district and state policy.
Principal Expertise
Cross-categorical analysis unveiled administrative expertise as a perceived leadership
component practiced by these principals. Principals in the low-performing schools strongly
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perceived themselves as the instructional experts and leaders of their schools. They utilized the
TEAM rubric as the rule book for effective teaching, and believed this empowered them with
secret instructional knowledge and expertise. As the instructional leader, the principals
perceived their teachers from a deficit perspective, whereby they believed that their teachers did
not practice mindfulness, or used effective and aligned teaching practices. Therefore, as the
experts, principals in low-performing schools felt responsible to inform teachers on effective
practice. This occurred in how they evaluated, communicated, and supported their professional
development. As the instructional leader and armed with the TEAM rubric, these principals
authoritatively set the pace and standard for effective instruction in their schools.
Collective Trust
The cross-categorical theme analysis of low-performing schools manifested the crosscategorical theme of collective distrust. Principals in low-performing schools perceived their
teachers from a deficit perspective, articulating that poor teacher quality explained their
underperformance. The principals did not have confidence or trust in their teachers. Principals
in low-performing schools stated that teachers did not practice mindfulness, and as a result, did
not entrust responsibilities to teachers. According to principal interviews, teachers had very few
enabling opportunities and were not entrusted to be the instructional leaders or experts in the
schools. Further, principals in low-performing schools talked about self-protective practices,
whereby they documented conversations and actions, managed their words and tone in
conversation, and communicated frequently with their supervisors to protect their own credibility
in the eyes of their supervisors. Principals distrusted their teachers and cautiously managed their
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interactions with teachers, especially in how they mediated conflicts and talked to teachers about
what was not working in the classroom.
Social-Emotional Learning & Competencies
Principals in low-performing schools did not talk about using or displaying socialemotional learning to the degree that principals in high-performing schools did. Principals did
not discuss self-awareness or practice self-management. However, they did pay attention to
parental and community perceptions, but not students and teachers. Further, building and
cultivating relationships with students or teachers was not a categorical theme and was not
discussed to the extent that it was with high-performing principals. In the brief instances that
principals in low-performing schools mentioned relationships, they did not discuss cultivating
relationships to improve communication with teachers and students. Finally, principals did
discuss making responsible decisions and feelings of accountability to their local communities.
For some of these principals, they made decisions based upon what they thought would insulate
their reputations and credibility before their supervisors.
Mixed Methods Explanatory Meta Inferences
This section presents the integration of quantitative and qualitative findings to address
research question three: How do leadership practices explain the extent of mindfulness practiced
in rural secondary schools? This section outlines meta-inferences through the lens of the school
mindfulness framework (focus on failure, reluctance to simplify, sensitivity to teaching and
learning, commitment to resilience, and deference to expertise) and how the qualitative data may
explain the quantitative survey data in high-and low-performing schools. Inferences in high-and

176

low-performing schools are compared by perceptions of mindfulness, elements of mindfulness,
and additional leadership practices as represented in Table 15.
Inferences on Perceptions of Mindfulness
Teachers in low-performing schools rated their school (! =3.91) statistically significantly
lower in school mindfulness than teachers in high-performing schools (! = 4.66). Principals in
high-performing schools described mindfulness as having a deep situational awareness to their
context and climate, understanding their purpose, and knowing what to do. For these principals,
that meant knowing students and teachers personally, and trying to see things from their
perspective. They achieved this by considering student and teacher backgrounds, personal lives,
and these things impacted their performance at school.
Teachers in high-performing schools rated the dimension of principal mindfulness higher
(! = 4.94) than teachers in low-performing schools (! = 3.91). Further, teachers in highperforming schools rated the faculty mindfulness (! = 4.37) higher than teachers in lowperforming schools (! = 3.66). The qualitative data indicated that principals in high-performing
schools practiced more social-emotional learning competencies, enabling formalizations, and
were less centralized in their decision-making. The intersectionality of these leadership practices
may explain why teachers in high-performing schools rated their principal and themselves as
more mindful, along with all organizational elements and dimensions of school mindfulness.
Care for students, teachers, and their local communities motivated these individuals to practice
leadership practices that built collective trust, reinforced social-emotional learning, enabled
formalization and low centralization, and facilitated positive school climates.
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Table 15
Explanatory Mixed Methods Analysis and Meta-Inferences
Elements of School
Mindfulness

Quantitative
Low
High
Mean
Mean

Qualitative

High-Performing Schools
Lack of Achievement, Effort, and Preparation
Care for Students
Preventative Fail-Safe Structures & Early
Identification
Cultivating Trusting Relationships
Enabling Two-Way Communication
Reluctance to
3.90
4.92*
Tracking Achievement, Behavior, and the
Simplify
Environment
School Observations
Listening to Stakeholder Perceptions
Cultivating Relationships
Enabling Teachers to Problem-Solve
Mediating Open & Honest Communication
Building a Climate of Open Communication
Promoting Critical Thinking
Empowering the Best Ideas
Sensitivity to
3.80
4.24
Approachability
Staying Close to Instruction
Teaching and
Evaluations & Observations
Enabling Teachers Through Supportive &
Learning
Accessible to Parents & Community
Protective Practices
Principal as Instructional Expert & Instructional
Principal as Instructional Facilitator & Not the
Leader
Expert
Administratively Led Professional Development
Enabling Teachers to be Instructional leaders
Prioritizing Achievement, Instructional, &
and Self-Organize Professional Development
Professional Needs
Contextualizing and Facilitating In-House
Professional Development
Commitment to
4.12
4.75*
Evaluating Instructional Inadequacies
Preemptively Establishing Clear Discipline
Resilience
Enforceable Discipline & Testing Structures
Structures
Distrust & Lack of Confidence in Teachers
Maximizing Instructional Time
Reflective Conversations
Cultivating Trusting Relationships
Facilitating Direct & Supportive Conversations
Alleviating Pressure with Support
Focus on Instruction
Deference to
4.02
4.7*
Deferring to Administration
Enabling Teacher Expertise to Bridge
Expertise
TEAM Evaluations & Achievement Scores
Information
Effective Teachers
Removing Barriers and Increasing Access to
High Centralization
Information
Low Centralization
Note: * indicates statistical significance below alpha level .05 with the Bonferroni adjustment. Sensitivity to teaching and learning had a sig of .051.
Focus on
Failure

3.81

5.30*

Low-Performing Schools
Low Student Achievement
Low Teacher Evaluations
Tracking Achievement Data & Benchmarking
Evaluating Teachers
Evaluation Process & Classroom
Observations
Utilizing Input From Teachers & Instructional
Coach
Benchmarking Progress
Formal Communication Structures
Blameless Self-Protection
Allowing All Voices to Be Heard
Demeanor & Expertise
Blameless Self-Protection
Listening to Teachers
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Mixed Methods Integration
Meta-Inferences
Cultivating trusting relationships influences
how teachers admit and learn from their
mistakes. Prioritizing the evaluation process
may negatively influence teachers trust in the
influence teachers trust in the principal and
learning.
Cultivating relationships with teachers,
fostering their efficacy and enabling them to
participate in decision-making improves
how willing teachers are to participate in
meaningful and open conversations on school
improvement. Teachers must have trust in
the principal, feel like their opinions are
valued, and have access to the principal.
Teachers are more likely to welcome feedback
on ways to improve their teaching and are
less reluctant to change, when principals do
not perceive themselves as the instructional
experts and enable them to take more
ownership over their practice and be the
instructional leaders of their schools.
Cultivating trusting relationships coupled
with direct conversation helps teachers
bounce back from failure more quickly.
Alleviating pressure and supporting teachers
enables greater resilience amongst teachers.
Enabling formalization and Less centralized
decision-making makes teachers feel like their
opinions are valued by the principal and that
the school respects knowledge more than
positions of power.

Inferences on Principles of Anticipation
Focus on failure. Teachers in low-performing schools rated themselves lower (! =
3.81) than teachers in high-performing schools (! = 5.30) regarding the extent of trust in their
principal, enough trust to admit their mistakes, learn from their mistakes, and willingness to
change so that mistakes do not happen again. Principals that prioritize relationships and cultivate
trust with their teachers, have more open two-way communication, teacher learning, and change
in their schools. However, when principals prioritize the teacher evaluation process and
benchmarking performance without cultivating trusting relationships in a rural school, they may
actually inhibit learning and continue to experience repeated mistakes from teachers.
Reluctance to simplify. Teachers in low-performing schools rated their school as less
reluctant to simplify (! = 3.90) than teachers in high-performing schools (! = 4.92). Principals
in high-performing schools prioritized cultivating relationships, enabling teachers, promoting
open communication, and empowering the best ideas in their schools. Cultivating relationships
with teachers, boosting their efficacy, and enabling them to participate in decision-making might
assist in improving how willing teachers are to engage in meaningful dialogue on school
improvement. Although principals in low-performing schools indicated that they listened to
their teachers, allowed for all voices to be heard, and invited input from their teachers, their
teachers did not perceive it this way. Despite the belief that the instructional coach and
leadership team will solicit authentic input from teachers and improve communication in their
schools, teachers did not see it this way.
Furthermore, when the principal relies on their personal instructional expertise,
documents their mediation, and carefully manages their demeanor and interactions with teachers
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to protect their own credibility, teachers might not feel as though their opinions are really valued
and that they can be honest sharing them. Rather, teachers know when they are really safe to
engage in open dialogue with their principal, to challenge his or her views, and when they can
participate in mediation without fear of repercussions or unresponsiveness from the principal.
Furthermore, teachers may not feel as though their opinions are truly valued when they do not
have direct access to the principal to personally communicate their opinions. Formal
communication structures may actually lower how rural teachers feel their opinions are valued in
the eyes of their principal and whether or not they feel like their opinions are acted upon.
Sensitivity to teaching and learning. Teachers in low-performing schools rated their
schools lower (! = 3.80) in sensitivity to teaching and learning than teachers in high-performing
schools (! = 4.24). Teachers in low-performing schools perceived other teachers lower in
welcoming feedback to improve and higher in their reluctance to change than teachers in higher
performing schools. Further, teachers perceived principal expertise lower than teachers in highperforming schools. Interestingly, principals in high-performing schools did not perceive
themselves as the experts on instruction, rather, their teachers were perceived as the instructional
experts in their school. Principals in high-performing schools discussed enabling teachers to
collaborate with others, self-organize their own professional development, and to make
instructional decisions.
Teachers perceived their principals as having more instructional expertise, were more
welcoming of feedback from others, and were more willing to change their instructional
practices than teachers in low-performing schools. Rural teachers might be more responsive to
feedback on ways to improve their instruction and are more willing to change when they are
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perceived and respected as professionals, and are held responsible for their work. Further, when
rural teachers are enabled to self-organize their own collaboration and professional development,
they are more responsive and willing to change from information they gained through it.
However, when principals designate themselves as the instructional experts of their schools,
frequently conduct classroom observations and evaluations to coerce them to change, and dictate
their professional development, rural teachers are less welcoming of that feedback and are more
reluctant to learn from it and change their practices.
Inferences on Principles of Containment
Commitment to resilience. Teachers in low-performing schools rated their schools
lower in the element commitment to resilience (! = 4.12) than teachers in high-performing
schools (! = 4.75). Teachers in low-performing schools rated their principal lower in managing
disruptions, so that they could get back to teaching than teachers in high-performing schools.
Further, teachers in low-performing schools rated teachers higher in giving up when things go
bad and lower in bouncing back quickly when things go bad than teachers in high-performing
schools. In these high-performing schools, principals had pre-established and clear discipline
protocols in place, prioritized cultivated trust with their teachers, facilitated direct and supportive
communication with teachers, and alleviated stress and pressure from teachers.
Pre-established and clear discipline protocols, when understood and practiced by all
stakeholders in the school, helped teachers get back to teaching quicker when crises occurred in
the school. However, when principals continually evaluate their instructional inadequacies,
distrust their teaching and lack confidence in them, and attempt to coerce them through the
evaluation process, rural teachers are less committed to resilience.
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Deference to expertise. Teachers in low-performing schools rated their school lower
(! = 4.02) in deference to expertise than teachers in high-performing schools (! = 4.7).
Decision-making for principals in low-performing schools was highly centralized and they
deferred mostly to positional authority on their hierarchal structure. Further, teachers in lowperforming schools believed that people in their school respected power more than knowledge,
whereas knowledge was more respected than power in high-performing schools. In contrast to
principals in low-performing schools, principals in high-performing schools were less centralized
in their decision-making, deferred to those with the most expertise, and removed procedural
barriers to help teachers access information. Further, when principals enable formalization and
are less centralized in their decision-making, rural teachers respect knowledge more than power,
and will seek out and collaborate that knowledge with whomever. In rural schools where
positional authority is not automatically associated with expertise and where knowledge is
valued, teachers are more likely to participate in decision-making and take more ownership as
the instructional experts of their schools.
Inferences on Collective Trust and School Climate
Collective trust influenced how mindfulness was practiced in these schools, as the
quantitative data indicated that trust was the greatest distinction between low-and highperforming schools. As seen in Table 11, teachers in high-performing schools indicated that they
had greater trust in the principal to admit their mistakes (! = 5.3), than teachers in lowperforming schools (! = 3.81). Fostering collective trust is an essential leadership practice that
influences how mindfulness is practiced in rural secondary schools. In addition, utilizing socialemotional competencies to cultivate positive school climates, whereby the principal helps
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students and teachers find joy and satisfaction at school influences how mindfulness is practiced
in rural secondary schools. Principals in high-performing schools believed that when teachers
and students were happy, then mindfulness was practiced to a greater extent than when they are
not. Therefore, these principals were situationally aware of the school climate and managing it
in a positive way, which was confirmed by quantitative data.
Summary
This chapter provided an in-depth examination of the practice of mindfulness in low-and
high-performing rural secondary schools in Tennessee. Results from the independent t-test
showed a statistically significant difference between teacher perceptions of school mindfulness
in low-performing schools compared to high-performing schools. Mean scores showed that
teachers in high-performing schools rated their schools higher in all dimensions and
organizational elements of school mindfulness than teachers in low-performing schools. In highperforming schools, teachers rated principles of anticipation higher than principles of
containment, while teachers in low-performing schools rated principles of containment higher
than principles of anticipation. The quantitative findings from the survey also showed that
teachers in low-performing schools and high-performing schools differed the most on questions
related to trust and to a reluctance to simplify.
The quantitative results were then followed by an in-depth examination of qualitative
findings discovered from the semi-structured interviews with principals. Upon transcribing and
open coding the qualitative data, a comparative analysis was presented for high-and lowperforming principals. The major cross-categorical themes that manifested were: care, collective
trust, social-emotional awareness and competencies, enabling formalization, enabling
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centralization, principal expertise, and situational awareness of the organization. Metainferences were suggested from the cross categorical themes in both low-and high-performing
rural secondary schools.
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CHAPTER 5
DISCUSSION, IMPLICATIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS
The purpose of this study was to examine teacher perceptions of school mindfulness, how
principals understand the practice of mindfulness, and how principal leadership might explain
the extent of mindfulness practiced in rural secondary schools. This was achieved through a
sequential (quan®QUAL) explanatory mixed methods design that addressed the following
research questions:
1. What are teacher perceptions of school mindfulness in rural secondary schools?
2. How do rural principals understand the practice of mindfulness?
3. How do leadership practices explain the extent of mindfulness practiced in rural
secondary schools?
This chapter will include discussion of research findings from the study of principal perceptions
of mindfulness and leadership practices through the lens of mindfulness practiced in high-and
low-performing rural high schools in Tennessee. Implications, limitations, and
recommendations for future research are also presented.
Discussion
Results from the quantitative phase of this investigation revealed a statistically significant
difference between teacher perceptions of school mindfulness in high-and low-performing rural
secondary schools. These findings reinforced Kearney et al.’s, (2013) study that found a
relationship between greater academic achievement and greater school mindfulness. In addition,
high-performing schools rated the elements and dimensions of mindfulness higher than lowperforming schools. Higher-performing schools were more mindful of anticipating failures
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before they happened and more reluctant to jump to conclusions. In low-performing schools,
principals and teachers prioritized principles of containment, and were less mindful of the
principles of anticipation and simplifying problems and solutions. These findings addressed Ray
et al.’s (2011) call for future research to flesh out more optimal configurations of the elements of
mindfulness in different organizations.
In addition, quantitative findings manifested trust as the greatest difference between lowperforming and high-performing schools. Trust in principal and openness to admit mistakes
were the greatest distinctions between these two groups of principals, as teachers in lowperforming schools had significantly lower trust in the principal, perceived as less likely to admit
mistakes, than teachers in high-performing schools. These findings confirmed the literature on
organizational mindfulness that linked trust and mindfulness (Gage, 2003; Hoy et al., 2006;
Weick & Sutcliffe, 2007) and the proposition that school mindfulness is best explained by
collective trust (Hoy et al., 2006).
The qualitative phase of the study sought to examine how principals understood the
practice of mindfulness and how their leadership practices might explain the quantitative
findings. Care, collective trust, social-emotional learning and competencies, enabling
formalization, enabling centralization, principal expertise, and situational awareness of the
organization were all themes that emerged from the qualitative data. Principals in highperforming schools were strongly motivated to practice mindfulness by a genuine care for rural
students, teachers, and communities. Rather than focusing on benchmarking progress,
instructional inadequacies, and the evaluation process, principals in high-performing schools
prioritized fostering collective trust. Collective trust was essential to their leadership practices,
186

and they believed that if rural teachers, students, and communities did not trust them, then it did
not matter what they did as a principal, they would be unsuccessful. When rural teachers had
trust in the principal, they were more likely to admit their mistakes, express their views, and
challenge ideas. Whereas, when principals distrusted teachers and teachers distrusted the
principal, teachers were less likely to openly discuss their mistakes, share their opinions, and
present ideas that may challenge others.
Social-emotional learning and competency was another theme that manifested through
the qualitative analysis. Principals in high-performing schools had more social-emotional
learning and competencies than principals in low-performing schools. Principals in highperforming schools used their social-emotional competencies to work more effectively with
students, teachers, and parents. The principals removed barriers from teachers, protected them,
and enabled them to make decisions to improve their own instructional practices. Highperforming principals leveraged their role as the principal to alleviate stress from their teachers
to enable them to do their jobs more effectively. Decision-making flexibly migrated through
hierarchical structures and to those with the expert knowledge. These findings confirmed
previous literature (Hoy, 2003) that highlighted the complementary and compatibility between
the constructs of school mindfulness and enabling formalization and centralization. Although it
is still unknown if enabling structures are antecedents to school mindfulness (Hoy 2003), the
findings from this study suggested that enabling structures and school mindfulness are
interrelated.
Teachers in high-performing schools were trusted by their principal as professionals,
included in the decision-making process, and viewed by their principal as the instructional
187

experts in their schools. These schools were led by principals who did not perceive themselves
as the instructional experts, but reinforced teacher expertise and efficacy. In contrast, teachers in
low-performing schools were not viewed by their principals as the instructional experts, and
were believed to be the problem. Principals in low-performing schools viewed themselves as the
experts and drew their expertise from the TEAM General Educator Rubric. These findings are
pertinent to the field of rural education research, as the role of the principal has changed
significantly in recent years; whereby the new 21st century principalship demands principals
embrace instruction as the instructional leader (Mendels, 2012). In this new role, instruction is
no longer the sole responsibility of the teacher, but that of the principal. However, less attention
has been paid to the potential downstream impacts within rural schools, when the principal takes
on this new role in counterproductive ways.
Weick and Sutcliffe (2007) pointed out the potentially negative impacts when
organizational actors mindlessly defer to one expert, and remove themselves from critical
thinking and making necessary decisions in real time. Therefore, if principals are deemed
instructional experts, then rural teachers may take less ownership over their instruction,
disengage in collaboration, and are removed from making necessary decisions in real time. The
findings from this study showed that approaching instructional leadership in this way reinforced
high centralization, hindered formalization, and inhibited mindful practices in rural secondary
schools. In contrast, when principals in rural secondary schools do not take on the role as
instructional expert, but worked alongside teachers and enabled them to be the instructional
experts, then teachers rated school mindfulness higher and engaged in self-directed instructional
improvements.
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The findings from this study challenge how the role of instructional leadership is
perceived and propose a revision in thinking regarding how rural principals should support
teaching and learning in schools. Rather than acting as instructional experts, principals ought to
consider the role of instructional facilitators, whereby they work alongside teachers, offer
expertise when relevant, and enable teachers to be the instructional leaders of the schools. The
last theme that emerged from the qualitative analysis was situational awareness of the
organizational climate. In high-performing schools, principals were keenly aware of the day-today climate of their schools and believed that the principal had to find ways to make students and
teachers happy. Principals in low-performing schools focused on their perceived instructional
and professional inadequacies, and were committed to the evaluation process, benchmarking, and
instructional coaching to coerce their teachers to change.
The findings from this study also highlight the complexity of rural schools and the
challenges facing rural principals attempting to lead in ways that promote school mindfulness.
Rural schools are the center of their community and involve multiple stakeholder interactions,
beliefs, and judgements not easily traversed by principals. Navigating complex settings such as
this, requires rural principals to draw from their social-emotional competencies to build
relationships, rely on the expertise of others, and to be situationally aware of stakeholder
perceptions. In addition, the findings from this study showed that trust in rural schools not only
enabled open and free communication, but was essential to cultivating meaningful organizational
learning.
Rural schools are often underprivileged by their geographic location, have limited access
to resources and certified teachers, and experience systemic issues of poverty (i.e. low
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educational attainment, poor housing and health, unemployment, etc.) that presents many
challenges to excel academically and to fulfill state policy mandates. The findings from this
study showed that rural principals must pay close attention to the climate of their schools and
find ways to support teachers, alleviate these stressors, build efficacy, and enable teachers to do
their jobs more effectively. Rural schools and communities need school leadership that does not
reinforce the false messaging of inferiority and lack of sophistication advanced by non-rural
communities (Sherman, 2009; Theobald & Wood, 2010), but leadership that reinforces their
values, beliefs, and abilities. Last, the findings of this study show that decision-making in rural
schools must be inclusive and draw from the expertise of the collective: teachers, principals,
supervisors, parents, students, and local community. If rural principals are to promote
mindfulness, they cannot make decisions in a vacuum, but must flexibly defer decision making
to those with the most expert knowledge in the school and community. Findings showed that in
rural schools not only will teachers share their expertise if afforded the opportunity, but so will
the local community.
Culturing and Inhibiting School Mindfulness
The findings from both the quantitative and qualitative phases of this investigation
revealed that school mindfulness was enhanced in rural secondary schools when principals
created environmental conditions more suitable for mindfulness to thrive in their schools.
Similar to microbiological culturing, school mindfulness flourished in rural schools when
principals enacted the principles of mindfulness through leadership practices that demonstrated
care, social-emotional learning, trust, facilitation, and enabling. The intersectionality of these
leadership practices and principles of mindfulness enhanced school mindfulness in rural
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secondary schools, while the intersection of the collective distrust, coercive formalization, high
centralization, administrative expertise, and situational awareness of organizational shortcomings
inhibited school mindfulness as represented in Figure 3. The findings from this study suggest
that principals can use leadership practices that align with aspects of the school mindfulness
framework, but when collective trust, enabling structures, and social emotional learning are
absent, then these practices are ineffective at increasing school mindfulness. Coupling school
mindfulness practices with these counter-productive leadership practices significantly inhibits
and stifles the practice of mindfulness in rural secondary schools. Attempting to practice
mindful leadership, but enacting mindful practices in the wrong way runs contrary to the purpose
of mindfulness and inhibits mindfulness from thriving as shown in Figure 3.

Figure 3. Cross Categorical Theme Comparison
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Implications
The inferences from this explanatory mixed-methods study present implications for rural
principals, principal training programs, and educational policymakers. Rural principals need to
be trained on the significance of collective trust in relation to school mindfulness and school
improvement. Prioritizing and fostering collective trust is not only important for rural principals,
but it is an essential for meaningful communication and organizational learning in rural schools.
Rural principals need to understand that regardless of how valid some of their leadership
practices and school improvement initiatives might be, without collective trust, these practices
may be ineffective. Rural principals need to be cautious in how they take on the role of
instructional leadership in their schools and employ leadership practices that cultivate
instructional expertise in classroom teachers, rather than utilizing practices that reinforce their
own superiority and expertise.
Principals in underperforming rural schools need training on how deficit perspectives of
teachers may influence their own leadership practices and adversely affect teacher learning and
development. Approaching instructional improvement from a deficit perspective and attributing
low academic achievement solely to teacher inadequacies, is not a constructive discourse and
may even distort perceptions and expectations of what teachers in this context can and cannot do.
Further, due to significant teacher shortages in rural areas, rural principals must find ways to
support, build efficacy, and get teachers involved to recruit and retain them. In addition, rural
principals need training on enabling formalization and the effects of centralized decision-making,
if they are to promote mindful practices in their schools. Although schools need organizational
structure, rural principals need specialized training on how formal barriers can inhibit the free
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exchange of ideas, hinder those with expertise from the decision-making process, and disrupt
organizational learning in rural schools.
The study also has implication for principal preparation programs and leadership
academies. First, principal preparation programs and leadership academies need to understand
how the practice of mindfulness in schools is related to higher student achievement, and how
principal leadership directly influences school mindfulness. Principals in high-and lowperforming schools perceived mindfulness very differently and their perception of what it meant
to be mindful influenced their leadership practices towards mindfulness. Therefore, a clearer
picture of school mindfulness is needed in principal training programs to more adequately
prepare principals to enter rural secondary schools with the leadership skills necessary to lead
mindfully. Second, principal training programs need to train aspiring principals on the
importance of collective trust in rural settings, and how trust can not only promote or impede
their leadership practices, but mindfulness in this context. Aspiring and current rural principals
need training on how to cultivate collective trust in rural communities and how to enable, rather
than hinder.
Third, rural principals need training that prepares them to not just blindly follow rules,
procedures, and centralized decision-making structures, but challenges them to think critically
about how formalizations and decision-making structures have downstream organizational
effects in their schools. Fourth, principal training programs need to value and develop socialemotional competencies in aspiring principals to equip them with the soft skills necessary to
effectively navigate rural schools and communities. Last, principal training programs need to
explicitly define and clarify the role of instructional leadership in more constructive ways for
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aspiring principals, so that aspiring principals will be equipped to effectively lead and develop
rural teachers.
The inferences from this investigation also have implications for educational
policymakers and how teacher evaluation policies might contribute to ineffective evaluation
practices carried out by principals. Placing the evaluation process solely on the principal, may
create a false sense of instructional expertise amongst principals, who then might lead in ways
that reinforces them as the instructional experts, while reducing teacher expertise, capacity, and
efficacy. Although principals are trained in the evaluation process and effective teaching
strategies, they are ultimately not the ones responsible for teaching students. Relying on the
teacher evaluation process to improve the instructional quality in rural schools may not be as
effective as it is commonly perceived state wide, as some principals may use the evaluation
process to coerce, rather than enable.
Educational policymakers need to consider more effective ways to evaluate teachers and
how the role of instructional leadership is being defined, trained, and practiced at the state level.
Furthermore, educational policymakers should be aware of how high-accountability policies and
state assessments place counterproductive pressure and stress on rural teachers and principalsespecially in underperforming schools. Under the pressure of state directives and accountability
structures, rural principals may utilize more counterproductive leadership practices to raise
achievement in the short-term, while ignoring more mindful practices that build long-term and
reliable school improvement. Principals in more mindful rural schools lead in ways that are
more effective at contextualizing and alleviating the pressure of educational policy for teachers
and students, while those in less mindful schools are less effective. Therefore, educational
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policymakers should understand the contextual differences, challenges, and leadership capacity
in rural schools, and provide additional training and support to rural principals. Rural principals
must be equipped on how to lead mindfully and implement policy mindfully.
Limitations
The factors that may limit and negatively affect the findings presented in this
investigation involve the methods utilized to extract data. In the quantitative phase of this
investigation, teachers participated in Hoy’s et al. (2006) M-Scale. Although this survey
instrument has been validated and proven reliable in multiple studies, it still requires teachers to
self-report their perceptions of the practice of mindfulness in their school. These perceptions
may not accurately depict the reality of mindfulness practiced in each school. Also, in the
qualitative phase, principals were interviewed according to their perceptions of mindfulness and
their leadership practices, which may not accurately reflect the reality of their leadership
practices.
Recommendations for Future Research
The findings presented in this study lead to recommendations for future educational
research that will further expand the literature on school mindfulness. Future research should
replicate and expand this investigation into different contextual settings: urban and suburban.
Although this investigation provided insight to the practice of mindfulness in rural secondary
schools, more research is needed in urban and suburban school settings and in different grade
phases for further comparative analysis between contexts, schools, and grade phases. This would
extend the literature on school mindfulness, as it would shed light on whether the findings of this
investigation were unique to rural secondary schools, or similar to other contexts and grade
195

phases. Further, replicating this investigation in other contexts may provide insight on different
school mindfulness elements unique to different contexts and expand the current school
mindfulness framework and survey instrument.
Future research is also needed to extend the school mindfulness organizational model
from the school level, to the district level. New quantitative survey instruments are needed to
investigate and understand district mindfulness from the perspective of principals. Although the
validated school mindfulness survey effectively surveys organizational mindfulness on the
school level, it is still unclear how school districts and specifically how school directors might
enable and foster organizational mindfulness in schools. Therefore, future research should
develop and validate a district mindfulness survey instrument that surveys principals to assess
mindfulness on a district-level. Furthermore, future research should also examine the
perceptions of mindfulness of rural school directors and how their leadership might explain the
extent of mindfulness perceived by principals in their school districts. Few studies, if any, have
investigated mindfulness from the district-level and have examined the perceptions of
mindfulness from rural school directors. Expanding the school mindfulness survey instrument
and examining district mindfulness will provide the field with more comprehensive and
comparative studies on mindfulness in rural contexts.
The findings of this study also invites future research to flesh out how the role of
instructional leadership is perceived by principals and teachers in different contexts. The
findings from this study presented two contrasting perspectives by principals in high-and lowperforming rural schools. Therefore, further research should examine the perspectives of both
principals and teachers to gain further insight as to how the role of instructional leadership is
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being interpreted by different organizational actors, and how that role inhibits or enhances
mindfulness.
More quantitative research is also needed that utilizes larger sample sizes and different
statistical procedures to investigate school mindfulness. Different types of regression analysis
that would explore the relationships between school mindfulness and other independent
variables, would expand and deepen school mindfulness research. More predictive statistical
modeling (linear and logistic) would assist the field in better understanding relationships between
student achievement, graduation rates, school size, years of principal and teacher experience,
SES, gender, teacher subject areas, per pupil expenditures, etc. Further quantitative research
might provide additional insight to variables that may influence mindfulness in schools on a
large scale. Last, future research is needed to examine how leadership styles enhance or inhibit
the practice of mindfulness in different school settings. Very few, if any, studies have directly
explored school mindfulness and the leadership styles of principals in different contexts and
grade phases. Therefore, future research on leadership styles and mindfulness could greatly
extend the field.
Conclusion
This study has shown that school mindfulness is practiced differently in high-and lowperforming rural secondary schools, and that principal leadership plays a critical role in
promoting mindfulness practices in rural secondary schools. Principals create conditions more
or less conducive for mindfulness to thrive, and how they perceive themselves as instructional
leaders can have potentially hazardous or positive downstream impacts on the practice of
mindfulness in their schools. Furthermore, principals who genuinely care for their students and
197

teachers, foster collective trust, have social-emotional competencies, enable instead of hinder,
and cultivate school environments more suitable for mindfulness to thrive. Principal perceptions
of mindfulness differed greatly among high-and low-performing rural schools in this study, and
ultimately shaped the leadership practices for better or for worse. How rural principals
understand mindfulness matters, and how they care for and work with people influences whether
or not their school will practice mindfulness on all levels.
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